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Read my column or 
comment on this letter at 
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Full Circle 


love the often-told tale that Nintendo added 
R.O.B - the Robotic Operated Buddy - to the 
original Nintendo Entertainment System so 
retailers wouldn't associate its new system with 
the toxic video games industry, whose 1983 
crash was still fresh on their minds. 

R.O.B. only worked with a couple of games, 
but this robot interacted with the system, and 
most importantly, he looked like a toy. Nintendo 
knew wary retailers wouldn't carry a game 
system, but a toy? Sure. That's feasible. 

Since we are still playing video games on 
consoles to this day, the Trojan horse trick 
worked. The "toy" R.O.B., however, didn't fare 
as well (though thankfully, Nintendo still gives 
him various cameos to this day). 

The game industry fought the idea that it was 
a toy through much of the '90s as the medium 
strived for legitimacy. Which is why when you 
look at the one of the hottest markets in video 
games today, | can't help but chuckle that the 
industry has almost come full circle and is back 
heavily in the toy business. And gamers love it. 

It started with the groundbreaking Skylanders: 
Spyro's Adventure in 2011, a game that brought 
games and toys together with its ingenious 
Portal of Power. Few would have guessed at 
its launch Skylanders would change the game 
landscape for years and quickly become 
a billion dollar industry all its own. But you 
can't deny its success or how quickly the 
phenomenon has grown. 

Disney was the first to join the fray with 
its Infinity series, which is upping the ante 
with its third installment featuring Star Wars 
gracing our cover and coming later this year. 
Nintendo's Amiibos have been the most 
talked about toy since their launch this past 
November, and now even Lego is diving into 
this hot market by working with Warner Bros. 
Interactive Entertainment to bring its new 
series, Dimensions, to life this September. 

The business of toys is big and looks to get 
bigger as more fans of these properties start 
playing and collecting, but we won't truly have 
come full circle until Nintendo finally releases 
that R.O.B. Amiibo | have been waiting for. 


Enjoy the issue and may the Force be with you. 


Cheers, 


PS: On the good news/bad news front, Matt 
Helgeson - longtime Game Informer editor, my 
ex-bandmate, and friend - has decided to exit 
video game journalism and start a new career. 
His 16 years at Game Informer saw us evolve 
from a tiny pamphlet to the biggest video game 
magazine in the world, and it was only possible 
due to his passion and drive to see it succeed. 
We will miss you, Matt. 
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Disney Infinity 3.0 


Since its debut in 2013, Disney Infinity has been home to an impressive 
collection of franchises, but 3.0 may see its most exciting addition yet. 
The galaxy far, far away is entering Disney Infinity's universe, and we got 
an early look at the game's new Star Wars playsets and figures, as well as 
many of the other surprises, additions, and new characters making their 
way into the fold. by Jeff Cork 
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4 Feedback 
This month, readers 
respond to our annual 
parody magazine within a 
magazine, and not everyone 
is in on the joke. People 
had harsh words for Game 
Infarcer's editor-in-chief, 
Darth Clark, and really wish 
the New 3DS D.I.Y. kit was 
an actual thing. 


Shaping A World Through Audio 
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10 Connect 
We take a deep dive into 
the sound desigrı of the 
indie game scene, and look 
at the lawsuits celebrities 
have levied against game 
publishers. We also speak 
with renowned Internet per- 
sonality Ashly Burch, and 
find out how your favorite 
franchises are being adopt- 
ed for a Chinese audience. 


Pillars Of Eternity 


66 Previews 
Lego is entering the toys- 
to-life space, going head-to- 
head with Skylanders and 
Disney Infinity. We also go 
hands-on with Splatoon's 
single- and multiplayer 
modes, and take looks at 
Guitar Hero Live, Call of 
Duty: Black Ops Ill, and the 
clay-animated Armikrog. 
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Tony Hawk's Pro Skater 5 


86 Reviews 
We scored Mortal Kombat's 
new-gen debut this month, 
and share our thoughts on 
the long-awaited second 
act of Double Fine's Broken 
Age. You'll also find reviews 
for Assassin's Creed 
Chronicles: China, Pillars of 
Eternity, Titan Souls, and 
MLB 15: The Show. 
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100 Game Over 
Adam Orth, a man who 
severed his ties with 
Microsoft after a Twitter 
rant, has a surprising 
history inside and outside 
of gaming. Read about 
Orth's experience in the 
music industry, and how 
people are still bugging 
him about the two-year- 
old controversy. 


CORRECTION: We listed the wrong Twitter account for Dads of Destiny in Gamer in issue 265. The correct account is @dadsofdestiny. 
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Game Infarcer was a celebrated topic this month, even among 
those who got tricked.. well, except for one seriously irate Darth 
Clark detractor. Question of the Month was also a hit - turns out 


feedback@gameinformer.com 


ıe has a dream game they re dying to pitch. 


|: 


I've been a subscriber for well over a decade, 
and this is the first time you've gotten me with 
Game Infarcer (issue 264). | was so excited 
when | saw the 3DS DIY XL - putting together 
your own handheld looked awesome! Then 
| started reading some of the other articles 
and checked the bottom of the page only to 
find the word "P A R O D Y" written across it. 
Touché, Game Informer, touché. 

Robert Wilkins 

via email 


| was just reading Game Infarcer in the latest 
issue when | saw the 3DS DIY XL. For a 
second | forgot that it was in Game Infarcer, 
and | thought to myself, "That sounds inter- 
esting, | think I'll go buy one!” A minute later | 
remembered what part of the magazine | was 
reading and | started laughing like an idiot. 
Kevin Candelaria 
via email 


We had a number of respondents admit 

to falling for articles in Game Infarcer this 
year, but the 3DS DIY XL garnered a sur- 
prising amount of genuine interest. While 
it's probably not a good sign that Nintendo 
screwing over its fan base seems so plau- 
sible, perhaps it's a sign that the company 
doesn't need to get out of the hardware 
manufacturing business, as some crit- 

ics have suggested, but rather just the 
assembling business... 


Given the jokes in Game Infarcer, Darth 
Clark's fake editorial came off as the most 
jarring, arrogant, and contemptuous thing | 
have ever read. His admiration for the way 
gamers are behaving is just a thinly veiled 
dig at the politically charged climate that 
most of gaming has become, and in one 
fell swoop you took a giant dump on your 
customers and called them entitled. You 
can claim it’s parody all you want, but the 
message and intent was clear, and Darth 
Clark can be added to the list of things used 
as a megaphone to preach an ideology to 
people who don't care. l'Il be sure to toss 
your magazine in the trash from this point 
henceforth whenever | find it in my mailbox; 
| not will support something that so clearly 
has contempt for its customers. If you want 
to be political, do so on your own time, but 
don't you dare preach to me like this. | am 
Sick of being entitled, whiny, whitewashed, a 
teenage boy - you name it - simply for caring 
about my hobby, which | would gladly share 
with anyone. 

Mari Maldonado 

via email 


Hey Mari, Darth Clark here. First off, 
great letter; your words convey a true 
sense of feigned outrage, and you have 
constructed your argument almost flaw- 
lessly. Your complaints are so circuitous 
and vague that | can't dispute them 


because | don't actually know what the 
heck you're talking about. However, you 
have overlooked one vital fact: | am being 
political on my time - it's my magazine, 
remember? Preaching to the uneducated 
masses is what I’m paid to do...well, that 
and playing video games all day, which is 
pretty awesome. However, don't be dis- 
couraged; keep following my sage guid- 
ance and you could be just like me some 
day. | mean, obviously not just like me, 
but a less important version of me, which 
is the best anyone could hope for. 


| saw in issue 264's G.B.U. where vlog- 
ger PewDiePie was quoted as saying that 
Nintendo was leaving the Let's Play com- 
munity in the dirt by expecting compensation 
for YouTube ad revenue made from videos of 
Nintendo games. It's like PewDiePie expects 
Nintendo and other big game companies to 
just sit by and allow other people to profit 
off of their games. If a YouTuber is making 
money by showing gameplay footage of 
someone else's creation, what's wrong with 
the owners of said game getting a slice of 
the pie? Some people say, "Well, it's free 
advertising for Nintendo, Microsoft, and Sony 
if someone like PewDiePie plays their game." 
It may be free advertising, but that YouTuber 
is still making money off of someone else's 
copyright. it's the same as saying that movie 
studios don't deserve any compensation for 
bootlegged copies of their movies. 

Gary Freeman 

via email 


It's really nothing like a bootleg movie, 
Gary. People buy bootlegs to avoid paying 
full price at a movie theater. People watch 
gameplay videos to decide if they want 

to buy a game, or because they like the 
personalities of the people who play them. 
Sure, Nintendo can try to demand money 
from these video creators (though their 
claims of copyright infringement are far 
from proven in court), but there's a reason 
the majority of publishers don't; Let's 

Play videos raise awareness of games 
and foster larger and more involved com- 
munities, which is far more valuable than 
a cut of the meager ad revenue that most 
YouTube users earn. 


PHOTOS FROM THE VIDEO GAME INDUSTRY 


“| am always trying to find 
mistakes in your magazine 
for the soul purpose of finally 
catching your corrections 
before | read them in next 
month's issue.” 


"How do you guys feel about 
Nintendo not meeting demand 
for a lot of their products?" 


That certainly feels like 
Nintendo to us. 


"Who would lose in a fight 
between Darth Clark and 
Maxwell from Scribblenauts? " 


Everyone. 

"Am | the only one that wants a 
real Troy-1000?" 

Nice try, Troy. 


What Star Wars character 
would you want to see star in 
his or her own game, and what 
would the gameplay entail? 


Readers might spot 
a few familiar monsters in 
this picture of Disney's John 
Vignocchi and Avalanche 
studios’ John Blackburn and 
Jeff Bunker - plus some statues 
from that one animated movie. 

Zen Studios’ Bobby 

Loertscher and Steven Hopper 
dropped by the office to sate our 
latest pinball cravings; find out 
what you can expect on page 56. 


continued on page 6 
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Dream Game Pitches 
Infarcer Infatuation 
3DS DIY XL Fans 

Fine Print Potty Humor 
Darth Clark Groupies 
Ornery About The Order 


Game Informer interns 

Justin Mikos, Elise Favis, and 
Jon Gregory couldn't resist 
the sweet siren's call of the 
Broadway Pizza train. Just like 
Ben Hanson couldn't resist 
making caboose jokes. 

Right) What's better than 
playing your favorite video 
games? Having video game 
cover band Do A Barrel Roll 
provide a live soundtrack while 
you play, which they did during 
a recent concert at the McNally 
smith College of Music. 


continued on page 8 


6 feedback 


oer t.,0nc2clt mp1 
Is anyone else confused about the hate for 
The Order: 1886? The longer I play it the more 
| love it. It’s a beautiful project. Are people 
mad because it's not riddled with repetitive 
side quests and a stretched-out storyline? 
Conner DiPersio 
via email 


| don't understand how a game like The 
Order: 1886 could warrant a rating of 7.75. 
| played the game, hated it, and then | hated 
myself for playing it. | saw no value to the 
game itself, and while the graphics and score 
were good, the story was cliché-ridden and 
flat. Had | written the review, it simply would 
have said, "No," and had a score of 2 for the 
graphics and score. 

Tommy Silvestrini 

via email 


Well, that certainly would've been an infor- 
mative review, Tommy. Unfortunately, as 
Conner's letter demonstrates, different 
people have different opinions. That's why 
we use our reviews to outline both the 
positive and negative aspects of a game, 
instead of just pretending our opinion is 
an indisputable fact. You may not always 
agree with one of our reviews, but it should 
give you a good idea of what to expect 
from the game - if you actually read past 
the score. 
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Smoking cigarettes can cause serious 
gum disease that makes you more likely 
to lose your teeth than someone who 
doesn’t smoke. 
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1 Ben Riddlebarger 
Roughly 80 percent of the reader art we receive is for Super Smash Bros. This stunning 
piece shows Nintendo's famed heroes together before Pikachu blasts them to hell 


2 Lawrence Pitts 
In the real world, Mario goes to jail for stealing Wario's gold 


3 Nicolas Loy 
The many faces of voice actor Troy Baker 


4 Jaffy Crisologo 
Can you name all of these characters? 


_ 5 Mary King 
An 11-year-old's birthday is celebrated by eating one of the most famed 
masks in gaming 


Submit your art for a chance to win our monthly prize. Please include your name and return address. Entries become the property of Game Informer and cannot be returned. 
Send to: Game Informer Reader Art Contest | 724 First Street North, 3rd Floor | Mpls, MN 55401 or Email to: ReaderArt@gameinformer.com 
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After GlitchCon 2015, we 
packed our conference room 
with as many GI fans as we 
could to watch the first episode 
of this year's Super Replay 
Showdown. Watch it at 
gameinformer.com/replay. 
Community members 

Kathryn Scrafford and Hilary 
Wilton also brought us this 


creepy possessed bat, inspired 
by our Super Replay of the awful 
survival-horror game, Illbleed. 
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AN ESCALATING WINTERMINT 


STIMULATE YOUR SENSES 


THE POWER 
OF THE FORCE 


Disney outlines the future of Star Wars movies 
and games at Star Wars Celebration VII 
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gamer: 2015 call of duty 
championships mvp 


impulse: indie devs 
hybridize your favorite 
sports 


shaping a world through 
audio: the innovative 
sounds of indie games 
when celebrities attack 


afterwords: axiom verge 


afterwords: ori and the 
blind forest 


courting china 


interview: ashly burch 
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NEM rom April 16 to 19, people wearing Mickey Mouse ears and stormtrooper armor 
ja waged a war of attention in California's Downtown Disney District. Along with 
the usual patrons who come here to see Walt Disney's attractions, Star Wars 


fans from across the globe descended upon this area for Star Wars Celebration, held 
just a block away at Anaheim's Convention Center. 


by Andrew Reiner 


It wasn't a small contingent of people, either. An 
estimated 60,000 fans, many wearing authentic cos- 
tumes and wielding lightsabers, came here to shop for 
rare merchandise, meet other people in their storm- 
trooper brigades, and catch a glimpse of the future of 
Star Wars. 

The energy of the show was electric; almost every- 
one | talked to had been a fan of this science-fiction 
universe for as long as they remember, and most 
of them had never been more excited for what was 
coming in the future - namely this December's theatri- 
cal release of Star Wars: The Force Awakens. 

Disney gave these fans exactly what they wanted 
in the opening keynote by The Force Awakens' direc- 
tor, J.J. Abrams, and the film's producer, Kathleen 
Kennedy. They took the stage to a roar of applause, 
and brought plenty of new The Force Awakens con- 
tent with them. 

snapshots from The Force Awakens' set flashed 
on a movie screen positioned behind Abrams and 
Kennedy, giving fans looks at new locations, char- 
acters, and the behind-the-scenes magic from the 
sets. Abrams stressed the importance of practical 
effects for all Star Wars films moving forward, and 
the crowd approved with thunderous applause. That 
set up the appearance of two of The Force Awakens’ 
robotic actors: the gleefully chirpy R2-D2, and 
BB-8, a spinning "ball droid" who beeped softly in 
melancholy tones. 

The droids opened the floodgates for The Force 
Awakens actors taking the stage, starting with the 
new shepherds of the Star Wars universe: John 
Boyega (playing Finn in the film), Daisy Ridley (Rey), 
and Oscar Isaac (Poe). The three actors talked about 
their onscreen personas (see sidebar on page 12), and 
revealed their level of Star Wars fandom. 

Boyega said that he couldn't recall how many times 
he played Star Wars games on his PlayStation 3, 
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praising The Force Unleashed and its sequel. He also 
brought a large action figure of Han Solo in storm- 
trooper attire to the set for Harrison Ford to autograph. 
"| went over to Harrison and said, 'Can you sign my 
doll?” Boyega said. "And he was like ‘This is weird, 
but I'll sign it for you." 

Although Ford couldn't be a part of this year's Star 
Wars Celebration due to his recent plane crash, almost 
every other core cast member came out on stage. 
Mark Hamill, Carrie Fisher, Anthony Daniels, and Peter 
Mayhew wrapped their arms around each other to 
lengthy applause, as a legion of The Force Awakens 
stormtroopers looked on from the back of the stage. 

After the cast exited, Abrams and Kennedy returned 
for one last surprise: the debut of the next The Force 
Awakens teaser trailer. The crowd went nuts - hands 
and sabers were raised high into the air. The lights 
dimmed, but the cheering didn't stop, making it hard 
for the people in the arena to hear the audio in the 
trailer - specifically Luke Skywalker teasing his blood- 
line's connection to the Force. "The Force is strong in 
my family. My father has it. | have it. My sister has it. 
You have that power, too." 

In an interview during the show, Hamill admitted he 
screwed up this dialogue a few times, accidentally 
saying, "His father had it" instead of "has." This little 
detail sent a shockwave of rumors through Star Wars 
fan sites, questioning if Vader may still be alive. 

The trailer ignited the crowd for four days of Star 
Wars fun. Electronic Arts was on-hand to show off 
the first slice of gameplay from Star Wars Battlefront 
(see page 50), a multiplayer game that squarely tar- 
gets George Lucas' original trilogy. The line to see the 
seven minutes of Battlefront footage often had people 
waiting for over three hours, but most showgoers 
| talked to said the wait was worth it. The game is 
slated to ship on November 17 for PlayStation 4, 
Xbox One, and PC. 
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Meet The New Faces Of Star Wars 


Han Solo, Chewbacca, Luke Skywalker, 
Princess Leia, and everyone's favor- 

ite droids are in Star Wars: The Force 
Awakens, but the primary focus of the 
story is on three new characters. These are 
the faces we'll likely be seeing in games, 
movies, books, and toys for years to come. 
The talent bringing these prominent roles 
to life was given the chance to reveal de- 
tails about their origins and connections to 
the Star Wars universe, but trod cautiously, 
to avoid any major spoilers. Here's what 
they had to say 


Daisy Ridley on Rey 

"We discover Rey on the desert planet 
Jakku. She is a scavenger in a ship grave- 
yard, and she is completely self-sufficient. 
she does everything for herself, and is very 
solitary until she meets another character 
and their adventure begins." 


-—— X J 

John Boyega on Finn 
"We find Finn in incredible danger. The 
way he decides to interact with this danger 
changes his life and launches him into the 
star Wars universe in a very unique way." 
When asked if he was a stormtrooper, 
Boyega looked at J.J. Abrams, and Abrams 
shot Kathleen Kennedy a glance. Before 
anyone could respond, the entire cast burst 
out in laughter. Boyega joked, "My memory 
is just gone.” 


Oscar Isaac on Poe Dameron 

"[Poe] is the best frickin' pilot in the galaxy, 
that's who he is. He's been sent on a mis- 
sion from a certain princess, and he ends 
up coming across [Finn], and their fates are 
forever intertwined." 


People also lined up early to get their hands on 
a variety of show-exclusive items, like a mini-Lego 
sandcrawler (which sold out in 15 minutes each day), 
and Funko's giant Super Shogun Boba Fett figure 


(which was gone within the show's first hour). Other 
second-hand vendors who got their hands on these 
items raised the price by hundreds of dollars. 

The second floor of the show held a number of 
panels and talks, including Carrie Fisher's "A Date with 
a Princess." Fisher was in rare form, spitting out jokes 
about the film and her cast members, and even letting 
a fan come on stage for a photo. Before the photo 
could be taken, Fisher wrapped her arms around the 
man on stage, drew him closer, kissed him on the 
cheek, and then locked lips with him. Fisher, Hamill, 
and many of the other actors from the films were there 
for the entire show, walking the halls, interacting with 
fans, and signing autographs. 


Another panel dove deep into Star Wars: Rebels' 
future, giving attendees an intimate look at what the 
showrunners are planning for this beloved CGI show, 
which takes place five years before Star Wars: A 
New Hope. In addition to a season two trailer, which 
introduces a new Inquisitor, attendees were given an 
advanced screening of season two's first episode, 
which puts Darth Vader in the spotlight and shows 
fans just how ruthless and powerful he is as he hunts 
down the last of the Jedi. 

The crowd didn't dwindle on the closing day, which 
welcomed director Gareth Edwards (Godzilla) for 
one last surprise. Edwards was joined onstage by 
Kennedy to talk about his next film, Star Wars: Rogue 
One. Given that filming hasn't started yet, | expected 
Edwards' involvement in the show to be a greeting of 
sorts. Edwards didn't come empty-handed, however; 
he shocked the crowd with a teaser trailer for his 
December 2016 film. The trailer, which hasn't been 
released online as of this writing, shows a sprawl 
of forest, a TIE Fighter roaring overhead and flying 
toward an ominous sight tucked behind the cloudline - 
the Death Star, in full working order. 

Edwards and Kennedy revealed that the plot of 
Rogue One follows a band of resistance fighters as 
they attempt to steal the Death Star's plans. Hogue 
One, which stars actress Felicity Jones, is a prequel 
to A New Hope, and is the first in what Disney hopes 
is an ongoing "Anthology" set of films that tells stories 
outside of the numbered continuity. 

As the show came to a close, and stormtrooper 
helmets were removed for a much-needed breather, 
Disney revealed next year's Star Wars Celebration is 
taking place in London from July 15-17. Rogue One 
will obviously be a big focus for the show, but if this 
year's reveals are any indication of what Disney might 
have on hand next year, we may also get our first look 
at 2017's Star Wars: Episode VIII or the Amy Hennig 
(Uncharted, Legacy of Kain) led Star Wars project in 
development at Visceral Games. 

The show was a continual blast, and true to its 
name, it never wavered from anything but being a 
celebration of all things Star Wars. € 


The Good 


` 
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K E N LEVI N 2 has teased that his next game - his first after the end of BioShock developer Irrational 

Games - relies heavily on player choice. Characters in the currently unnamed game 
from Levine's nascent studio react differently to you throughout the experience depending on their own wants and needs 
and how you treat them, creating a fluid story with player relationships at its center. 


Quotable 
| “Business- 
BIG NAM departures have hit some promi- wise, Ori was 

p 77 eee : nent companies. Phil Harrison, already profit- 
e corporate vice president for Xbox in Europe, left Microsoft, EA | 
Q vet Steve Papoutsis (shown) left his spot as general manager of | able a week 
Ê Visceral Games (Battlefield Hardline, Dead Space), and Matthew | fter rel 
= Armstrong, creator and franchise director of Borderlands, alter reiease 


left Gearbox. and Microsoft is 
super happy, so 


we'll see about 


Ori's future" 


"""s*im-mmt 


META L G EAR and Konami continue AM. ‘ 


their messy separation as the September 1 release of Metal An. 
Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain — Kojima's last — approaches. | 
Kojima's name and that of his studio, Kojima Productions, were 

taken off some online box art for three games in the series. 

While Kojima's name was restored to one of them, both are 

missing from the online box art for MGS V. Konami explained 

that it's part of an operational reorganization and that Kojima is 

committed to the game, but it seems like the company is less 

celebrating his swan song and more eager to distance itself and 

the game from its creator. 9 — Ori and the Blind Forest 
director Thomas Mahler in 
a post on NeoGAF forums. 
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2015 Call Of Duty 
Championships MVP 


fter a tumultuous few months that saw him bouncing around to different 
teams in the competitive Call of Duty circuit, Clay "Clayster" Eubanks 
found his footing with Denial eSports. Acting as a slayer, Clayster put on 
an inspired performance at the Call of Duty Championships 2015 in March. His 
team took down some of the biggest heavyweights in the competitive circuit on 
the way to the championship, including Clayster's former team, OpTic Gaming. 
We talked to the MVP about his recent honors, his training regimen, and his 
thoughts on the Call of Duty franchise. 


How important was 

winning the Call of Duty 
Championships 2015 and 
getting the MVP award? 
Winning this particular cham- 
pionship meant quite a lot to 

me. l've been competing for a 
number of years. Since 2008 

l've been putting a lot of time 
into Call of Duty, and this world 
championship was one of the 
only tournaments that | hadn't 
won. l've won an X-Games gold 
medal, l've won a lot of MLGs 
and other tournaments, and the 
world championship was the one 
| was lacking. It meant a 

ton for me to go out there and 
win that, and of course the 
money is really good and the ring 
and stuff like that. But for me it 
was a pride and honor thing. It 
just felt really good to win it and 
to get the MVP - the first ever. It 
was basically a dream come true. 


A lot of competitive players go 
big with their celebrations after 
wins like this. What did you do 
to celebrate your success? 

| haven't done too much in terms 
of extravagance. | just moved into 


a new apartment and | decked it 
out a little bit. | got a new couch, 
a new TV, a new desk, and stuff 
like that. l'm not too much of a 
big spender - | usually just put 
all my money away and save it. 
Maybe down the road a bit after 
I've invested a good share, I'll go 
to Vegas or something like that. 
As it stands right now I'm com- 
fortable just putting it in the 
bank account. 


As far as preparation for a big 
championship, what does your 
training schedule look like? 

Our training schedule gets more 
intense the closer to the tourna- 
ment we get. When there's about 
a month and a half until the 
tournament, my team and ! start 
playing between 8 and 10 hours 
a day. We'll all get on around 5 
or 6 in the afternoon. We usually 
try to watch some film together. 
We'll watch either our own film or 
film of other teams and try and 
get some information. Then we 
practice against other teams for 
about five or six hours a night, 
and at the end of the night we go 
back and watch all the film from 


that day to see what we did right, 
what we did wrong, and what we 
can fix in the future. 


How important is communi- 
cation when you're playing 
competitively? 

| think communication is one of 
the most important aspects. No 
matter how good of a player you 
are, or how skilled and talented 
you are, if you have bad commu- 
nication you're going to be really 
detrimental to yourself and your 
teammates. It's kind of one of 
the things l'm known for - having 
really good communication. The 
more you talk, and the more you 
tell your teammates where the 
enemy is and what they're doing, 
the less they have to think about 
things like their mini-map. 


Do you ever just hop online to 
play or is most of your play with 
your team? 

I'll play matchmaking here or 
there, not too often because you 
don't tend to learn a whole lot 
there when you're at this level. 
Matchmaking is just something 
you do to pass time. Most of my 
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gameplay is with my team against 
other teams. 


Do you prefer the faster paced 
gameplay of Advanced Warfare, 
or do you prefer classic Call 

of Duty? 

I'm kind of on the fence about 
whether | prefer the classic or the 
Exos. On the one hand, the classic 
Call of Duty is what we've been 
playing for a number of years, 
and it holds a special place in my 
heart. | understand the previous 
Call of Duty games way more 
than | understand this one. On the 
other hand, | think you can't just 
create the same game every year; 
you can't have that same Call of 
Duty every year. | like the Exos and 
the dashing and all that. | think it 
makes it a little flukey in terms of 
people being able to move from 
one side of the map to the other 
in three or four seconds if you do 
it right, but | think it provides an 
extra dynamic that was much- 
needed in Call of Duty - it was kind 
of getting a bit stale. | think the 
Exos were a bit of a breath of fresh 
air when it came to reinvigorating 
the excitement of the game. 


Indie Devs Hybridize 
Your Favorite Sports 


s the indie market continues to expand, developers are reaching into all 

sorts of genres to test new ideas. Some of the most surprising and unusual 

projects on the horizon draw on the long tradition of sports video games, but 
add their own crazy twists to familiar competitive activities. I played three upcoming 
games this month that each had their own amusing gimmick. 


Gunsport caught my attention with its futur- 
istic backdrop and surprising central mech- 
anic. After several games of the competitive 
action/sports hybrid, | was hooked. In a distant 
cyberpunk future of neon lights and sprawling 
mega cities like Neo Tokyo, the world's favorite 
game is all about using guns to shoot a ball 
back and forth over a net. Game fundamentals 
draw strongly from volleyball and the popular 
Asian sport sepak takraw. A ball is served out 
to alternating sides of a central barrier net, and 
players on either side fire guns at the ball to 
propel it to the other side. Each volley adds 
points when the ball finally scores, upping ten- 
sion the longer the ball stays in the air. 

Two-player matches exhibit Gunsport's focus 
on precision, since each player only has a 
couple of shots each time the ball crosses the 
net. In addition to points scored for landing on 


the ground, holes in the back wall behind each 
team also provide another opportunity to rack 
up a win. Four-player matches add new layers 
of skill, since teammates can pull off a speedy 
focus shot if they nail the ball at the same mo- 
ment. Your chosen character also has a special 
weapon, allowing players to focus on their 
favorite styles, like the shotgun or burst-fire 
machine gun. In addition, each stage has its 
own twists on the experience, like one location 
with a net that moves back and forth depend- 
ing on recent successful volleys. Together, the 
experience is more skill-based and fun than 
it may seem at first glance. Necrosoft Games 
and Iron Galaxy Studios are targeting a release 
in late 2015 on PS4, Xbox One, and PC. 
Tipping Goat is the studio behind the mash- 
up Super Slam Dunk Touchdown. Imagine 
the classic pixel-art sports game of yesteryear, 


E | Gunsport 


PS4. Xbox One, PC 


with 3v3 local multiplayer action in arcade- 
style, drop-in fun. But instead of a single 
sport, Super Slam Dunk Touchdown includes 
basketball, football, hockey, roller derby, and 
soccer all at once. Selectable players come 
from their native sports and try to score in the 
way they know how, even as the game brings 
balls in at random from any of the included 
games. Each end of the court includes a crazy 
combination goal/basket, and the players try 
to get off a shot before the opposing team 
tackles them into a frantic tussle as the referee 
helplessly looks on. From time to time, a 
streaker steals the ball and darts around, and 
fans fling banana peels onto the play surface. 
Sometimes, just for fun, the entire ground is 
covered in ice, and the resurfacing machine 
shows up in the middle of the match. Tipping 
Goat's approach is frantic and silly, and looks 
like it might be just the ticket for a fun party 
game when it releases on PC late this year. 
Psyonix brought us Supersonic Acrobatic 
Rocket-Powered Battle-Cars back in 2008, 
and the developer is now using the increased 
online and technical capabilities of the PS4 
and modern-day PC to bring us a successor 
later this summer. Rocket League puts each 
player in control of a powerful car equipped 
with boosters that can send it careening and 
flipping across the field of play. Action unfolds 
on a large field reminiscent of soccer or hockey, 
with a goal at both ends and ramps around 
the periphery allowing for additional high-flying 
antics. Skilled players can target the large, 
bouncy ball as it hurtles across the field, and 
use their momentum to blast the ball toward 
the goal. With a maximum of four players in 
splitscreen local play and eight online, each 
team needs to multitask on both offense and 
defense. The fun lies in its exaggerated physics 
and high-speed turnarounds; learning to home 
in on the ball and nail the correct trajectory is 
tricky. While the focus is on multiplayer, Psyonix 
has also promised a single-player season 
mode, car customization, a replay editor, and a 
matchmaking and lobby system to get you into 
the action. Rocket League has a great visual 
look, even if l'm a long way from being able 
to pull off the car flip kicks that will let players 
master the fledgling sport. 


Rocket League 
P54, PC 


Looking for more inde- 
pendent games? Check out 
gameinformer.com/impulse for 
regular updates, previews, and 
reviews. For more in this 

issue, check out our feature on 
the future of Zen Pinball on 

p. 56, and our previews of 
Armikrog (p. 77), Miegakure 

(p. 79), Enter the Gungeon 

(p. 82), Hollowpoint (p. 82), and 
Rebel Galaxy (p. 83). You can 
also read our reviews of Broken 
Age: Act Il (p. 88), Pillars of 
Eternity (p. 91), Titan Souls 

(p. 92), Dungeons 2 (p. 93), 
Crypt of the Necrodancer (p. 94), 
and Convoy (p. 94). 
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shaping a world 


through audio 


the innovative sounds 
of indie games 


he flashlight flickers. Your vision blurs as your pace picks up into an unsteady 
run. Echoes of deep thuds, like a monster's giant footsteps, slowly become 
louder. Finally, a faceless man fills the screen, and his unwelcome appearance 
is met with a disturbing static that invades your eardrums. 
Çan you imagine playing Slender on mute? Without its foreboding audio, 
it would be a completely different and undeniably worse experience. 
Slenderman’s appearance alone would shock us less, leaving us disenchanted by the 


experience with no growing sense of fear. 


Sound is an integral component to all game design, but it becomes even more criti- 
cal for indie studios. Working under restricted budgets, indies often can't compete with 
the graphical fidelity of blockbuster releases. Especially when using a minimalist design, 
innovative use of sound can drive player engagement when other areas are lacking. 
Indie studios are free to pursue their creative risks and take them to new heights without 


the constant pressure of publishers. 


This reality is a driving factor in why some of the most progressive and intuitive sound 
design is found in indie games today. Sound can be overlooked or taken for granted, as 
it affects players in unconscious ways, from emotional impact to more active immersion. 
From the unpredictability of procedurally generated soundtracks to using household 
items to simulate realistic sounds, certain indie teams are using sound in creative and 


unexpected ways. 


Capturing Sound With Foley Art 

Many factors come into play for creating immersive 
audio, but the most crucial step is gathering sound 
and mixing it with gameplay elements. Foley is an 
audio technique that consists of producing sounds 
that simulate realism. Major studios often have internal 
teams of specialists that employ this method, such 

as Dead Space 3's sound designers striking a water- 
melon with an ax to mimic crushing limbs. 

Indie studios, on the other hand, can be constricted 
by funding limitations. Creating original sound through 
Foley is a difficult task, especially if the developer has 
no sound-design background. For Monaco: What's 
Yours is Mine, Pocketwatch Games had to work with 
minimal resources. Using a low-quality microphone, 
creator Andy Schatz simulated the sound of a muffled 
chloroform attack. All other effects were borrowed 
from royalty-free sound banks. 

The sounds Schatz used were sets of compiled 
Foley work, composed of sources ranging from 
household items to outdoor ambience. For instance, 
the sound of healing a character in Monaco is actu- 
ally a person's hands grabbing the mushy insides of a 
pumpkin. "It sounded like you were trying to stuff their 
guts back in so | ran with it," Schatz says. 

Because the game takes place in Monaco, the 
guards and civilians utter short French phrases to 
reflect the setting. Acquiring these voices was accom- 
plished through crowdsourcing, with help from a 
French gaming site, Factor News. “| still don't actually 
know what the enemies are saying," Schatz says. 

While Pocketwatch had to work around these limi- 
tations, some indie studios hire professional sound 
designers to create audio effects for their games. 
Limbo creators Playdead hired electroacoustic com- 
poser turned sound designer Martin Stig Anderson to 
produce sounds for the 2010 black-and-white plat- 
former. Using antique analog equipment, he attempted 
to capture the character of 1930s films. 


Anderson made every sound in Limbo, from the 
footsteps of the boy, created from the subtle screech 
of a skimming record needle, to giant spiders, which 
were originally the sounds of swaying branches and 
spears piercing dirt. "Take the lonely bird you hear in 
the forest," he says. "If you took a high-quality record- 
ing of a bird song and placed it in the otherwise bleak 
world of Limbo, the illusion would break." He captured 
the sound of a bird chirping with a wire-recorder, a 
device that records sound on wire as thin as hair. "The 
result that you hear in the game is pretty bleak and 
grim, like an echo of a distant past," he says. 


by Elise Favis 


Using Ambience To Produce Atmosphere 

Ambient sound is used to highlight a mood, atmo- 
sphere, and a sense of place. It is one of the most 
common uses of sound across all games, and certain 
indie studios excel in its production. It is an economi- 
cal yet effective method for making the game world 
feel real, rather than relying on high-definition graph- 
ics. Ambience usually reflects the art style or story by 
bringing it to life through audio. 

To enrich Kentucky Route Zero with ambient sound, 
Cardboard Computer went the extra mile - literally. 
Sound designer Ben Babbitt recorded audio across 
Europe while on tour with his band, Pillars and 
Tongues. The result was a mix of ambience that adds 
tremendous atmosphere to the game. 

Kentucky Route Zero tells the tale of a secret 
underground highway, and the mysterious folks that 
inhabit the area. It boasts a surreal art style with 
gradient backgrounds and silhouetted characters, 
creating a minimalist design that fits its rural set- 
ting. The ambience supports these themes, with 
a softly toned soundtrack that has a touch of 
bluegrass flavor. 

On-location recording techniques that Babbitt used 
paid off. The clips he collected included the moan of 
an old, rusty mill wheel in a small town near Toulouse; 
stones skipping across a river in Italy; and the still, 
low hums of a quiet road in Serbia. Finding these 
European sounds in a game about rural Kentucky may 
seem strange, but what's most surprising is how well it 
fits in this point-and-click adventure's eerie world. 

"Most of the story in the game takes place at night 
in rural Kentucky, and that happens to be a very quiet 
time and place," Babbitt says. "A more ambient focus 
works in a kind of unobtrusive way within that slow- 
ness and quietness in the game world." 
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If there were one word to describe sound design in 
Kentucky Route Zero, it would be "quiet." No voice 
work was done for the ample amount of dialogue, 
but there were specific intentions behind this. Playing 
Kentucky Route Zero is similar to reading a good book. 
"| think you end up concentrating or paying attention 
to the game in a different way with the dialogue as text 
rather than voice recordings, maybe in a more active 
way," Babbitt says. 

Limbo had no music soundtrack besides the gritty, 
ominous noises emanating from the surrounding 
environments. It helped enhance the game's bleak, 
desolate tone by having both the graphics and audio 
complement one another. 

"| think Limbo required a minimalistic yet immersive 
soundscape that would root the player in the game 
world," Anderson says. "Abandoning the traditional 
backing track was one of the means to achieve this." 

Limbo's ambience changes from subtle to power- 
ful, with some areas using natural sounds, to more 
mechanical "white noise" effects in later levels. 
Anderson believes that volume control and its balance 
with gameplay are significant to master ambience in 
video games. “One thing | disliked when playing games 
was the lack of dynamics," he says. “I think that they 
were shouting at me all the time. Limbo mostly whis- 
pers, yet the game doesn't hesitate to show its teeth 
when it counts." 

Use of ambience becomes particularly important for 
horror games, to create a sense of foreboding, fear, 
and tension. While Limbo has glimpses of horror, it is 
not distinctly classified under the genre. In comparison, 
Montreal indie studio Red Barrels created the horror 
game Outlast, focusing on manipulating sounds and 
ambience to scare the player. 

Jonathan Wachoru is the sound designer behind the 
disturbing noises of creaking doors, footsteps, and 
moans that make the asylum in Outlast a terrifying 
experience. "My approach was to consider the asylum 
like a character with all his darkness, specifications, 
and personality," he says. “I really wanted to create 
something ‘alive.’” 

Wachoru was full of ideas, but due to time 
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constraints, not all could be implemented. He wanted to 
give the player the ability to amplify in-game sounds by 
zooming in with the video camera on certain areas, but 
the mechanic didn't make it to the final game. 

Wachoru focused on creating sounds of shuffling and 
movement that had an unidentifiable source to increase 
the player's fear and confusion. Additionally, the main 
character's breath dynamically shifts, depending on 
whether enemies are nearby. “| needed different stress 
levels of breath, from quieter to more intense, as well 
as some voice reactions," he says. "It was a way to 
smoothly increase tension [without] music." 

Dynamic effects such as these can be applied 
to games in many ways, through the use of 
adaptive sound. 


The Evolving Beats Of Adaptive Sound 

Adaptive audio is perfect for video games due to their 
highly interactive nature. Music that adjusts to the 
player's progression or to the themes of the story can 
add tension or change the tone of a scene. Nintendo 
is Known for using adaptive soundtracks in many of 
its franchises, from Legend of Zelda to Super Mario. 
The melody in the overworld of New Super Mario 
Bros. smoothly changes instruments when switching 
between certain areas. Adaptive music isn't necessarily 
new, but indie games such as Monaco: What's Yours 
is Mine, Device 6, and Sound Shapes have used these 
techniques in original ways. 

Monaco has an original adaptive piano score com- 
posed by the Grammy-nominated musician Austin 
Wintory. With a busted, out-of-tune piano, Wintory 
composed a sequence of music that thematically 
resembled "off-kilter" heist music - an ideal fit for the 
world of Monaco. "The Monaco of my mind is bright 
lights, dark shadows, yachts, and dice," Schatz says. 

From gameplay cues to player interaction, the 
soundtrack adapts to each situation. The offbeat 
piano tune seamlessly transitions in pace and tone, 
when players move from one floor to the next or 
become detected. Even in its level design, the music 
modifies to reflect the player's progression. Schatz 
describes Monaco as "carefree, in a sort of offensively 


ostentatious way." In Monaco, players are not meant 
to feel guilty about theft, and its sound design was 
designed to support that ideology. 

With adaptive audio, the soundtrack risks sound- 
ing more mechanical than organic if it isn't crafted 
well. Having music adapt without losing its flow is 
one of the biggest challenges Pocketwatch faced. "In 
Monaco, there's the more obvious change from sneaky 
to frantic when you take damage from an enemy, but 
there's other more subtle elements of interactivity too," 
Schatz says. 

Simogo's Device 6, a mobile text adventure heavily 
influenced by 1960s espionage films, showcased its 
own unique use of adaptive sound by combining it with 
literature. Audio cues, such as the sound of chatter 
slowly amplifying when entering a new room, empha- 
sized a sense of atmosphere and place in a game with 
minimal visuals. Every piece of the game pulls off an 
interactive feel, with simple actions such as swiping 
text from left to right dynamically affecting the visuals 
and audio. 

"We wanted to make something based around text, 
but didn't want to make a traditional text-based game," 
says Device 6 co-developer Simon Flesser. "We want- 
ed users to feel immersed in the ongoing story, so we 
used sounds to enhance the narrative." 

Device 6 doesn't use sound solely to drive the nar- 
rative, but also as a tool for gameplay. The puzzles in 
the game have audio clues, along with the visual and 
text-based ones. It forces the player to listen closely to 
progress further. "The music is certainly very important, 
but the use of music might be even more important 
than the music itself," Flesser says. "There is a lot of 
music in the game, but it's used very distinctively." 

The platformer Sound Shapes applies adaptive 
sound to player progression, similar to Monaco's 
mechanics. Each action the player takes molds the 
soundtrack in some form. Obtaining collectibles adds a 
new beat to the melody, and obstacles such as crush- 
ing blocks act as percussion in the tune. Advancing 
through the level moves the song forward simultane- 
ously, along with objects and shapes pulsing rhythmi- 
cally to the beat. 


The Art 0f Visualized Music 

Seeing sound visualized on-screen is an approach 
often employed by rhythm games, but this technique 
is expanding into genres not normally associated with 
music. Ubisoft's Child of Eden combines music with 
action, having the player shoot objects that emanate a 
sound upon their destruction. These sounds smoothly 
blend into the overall soundtrack, adding new elements 
to the song. Creator Tetsuya Mizuguchi pioneered 

the concept back in the early 2000s with his hypnotic 
rail shooter Rez, which heavily influenced Child of 
Eden's gameplay. 

Visualized music often uses adaptive sound. A good 
example is the collectible music notes found in Super 
Mario Galaxy. Each collectible plays a note when it is 
obtained, so collecting them all in a timely fashion cre- 
ates a song. 

Indie games are especially innovative when exploring 
visualized music in genres like puzzle, adventure, and 
even horror. Ephemerid, a musical adventure game, fea- 
tures a rock-ballad soundtrack that is visualized through 
colorful scenes. One segment's flashing spotlights 
change color in response to the music, and a row of 
rainbow fireflies fly upward all at once with every strum 
of the soundtrack's quitar. 

Dark Echo, a mobile horror game that visualizes 
each sound you make, uses red and white to notify 
the player of danger and safety. Dark Echo was origi- 
nally a flash game created to compete in the 48 hour 
Ludum Dare game jam. The theme of the competition 
asked developers to use minimalist visuals to represent 
sounds, which influenced the game's design entirely. 
"Part of the reason why it's been effective is that it 
makes for a unique experience," says developer Jason 
Ennis of the two-person studio RAC7. 

In Dark Echo, the player navigates through a hallway 
escaping a killer, but everything in the world is made 
of lines. These appear with each step forward, which 
creates a path to follow. However, every noise made 
attracts the killer as well. Originally, Dark Echo wasn't 
intended to be a horror experience, but the developers 
changed its tone when hearing feedback from players. 

"Once it was apparent the game frightened some 
players, the audio moved in a direction to complement 


Kentucky Route Zero 


this," Ennis says. "This had some influence from the 
Dark Souls series, which made good use of ambient 
music and ominous sound effects." 


Building Procedurally Generated Sound 

Procedural generation is a popular term usually asso- 
ciated with roguelikes and certain action/RPGs like 
Bloodborne. Restarting a stage offers a new experi- 
ence each time, by randomly generating the enemies 
and surroundings. Applying this to music has a similar 
effect to adaptive sound, however the two have some 
key differences. While adaptive audio is a fully written 
music track that reacts and adapts to in-game events, 


procedural audio is composed of ever-changing music 
created through coding and computer programs. The 
concept has been attempted in past games, such as 
the 2008 Maxis game Spore. Composer Brian Eno 
designed the game to have audio that was as proce- 
dural as the game itself, and coined the term "genera- 
tive sound." This same method is being applied by 
Hello Games for No Man's Sky. 

Paul Weir, audio director for the upcoming space 
adventure, is attempting to convince listeners that what 
they are listening to is, "real music, but it is actually 
kind of computer controlled music." 

"Much in the way that you can get complex behavior 
in A.I., l'd like to apply that idea to music," he said 
during his talk on implementing never-ending audio in 
video games at the Indievelopment 2014 conference. 

No Man's Sky runs entirely on procedural generation. 
Even the developers are unaware of what awaits on 
certain planets. Weir's work has the same objective, 
but achieved with audio. Weir is working alongside the 
band 65DaysOfStatic to create a procedurally gener- 
ated soundscape that seamlessly blends with the 
procedural world. During his talk, Weir said, "No Man's 
Sky is a really good motivator for trying to have an 
audio engine that does more than just play linear music 
or loops." 

Generative audio is ambitious, and Weir points out 
in his talk that the difficulty is creating aesthetically 
pleasing music with the technology. Because of its pro- 
grammed structure, it can sound jagged and mechani- 
cal, sharing the same difficulties that adaptive music 
faces. With No Man's Sky, Weir is bringing this tech- 
nique to mainstream audiences, which could influence 
future sound designers and programmers alike. 


Changing The Way We Listen 

Major studios have the advantage of large teams and 
budgets. With indies struggling financially, less resourc- 
es means making do with what you have. Sometimes, 
this can lead to creative wellsprings, as we have seen 
with the novel scare attempts of Outlast and Device 6's 
unique combination of audio and literature. With virtual 
reality on the horizon, audio will become more signifi- 
cant for creating a sense of presence in games. Indies 
are changing not just how we play, but how we listen, 
by introducing breakthrough ideas that allow for a 
deeper connection to the virtual world. © 
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3y hello to the friendly faces of PowerUp Rewards. 


` 3 BENNET / EULESS, TX 


=, ) Best moment of your gaming career? 


oe: . Finishing Mike Tyson's Punch Out. | got all the way to lyson, and then 
N it Took me a year to beat him. 
Y JN What are some of the coolest things about gaming? 
a b, It's interactive storytelling. In video games you're taking control of 
| the characters and you're designing the story as you envision it. 
* 
LI 
l Do you have any bizarre gaming rituals? 
Eating cereal. | oddly don't eat cereal for breakfast, but l'm always 
< eating it when | game. 


Are you for or against Pluto being a planet? 
| think Pluto should be a planet as long as Uranus is too. 


What's the best thing about the PowerUp Rewards program? 

It allows us to connect with our customers on new levels. It provides 
better service, better solutions, and it gives customers better offers. 
It's amazing. 


FEATURED ASSOCIATE KERT 


LJ T 
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What's your gaming setup? 
Xbox One, PlayStation 4, Xbox 360, PlayStation 3, Nintendo DS, 
Nintendo Wil... It s pretty hardcore. 


What's the best thing about being a GameStop customer? 
The interaction at GameStop. You can come in and feel right at home. 


When will the zombie apocalypse happen? 
Hasn't it already happened? 


Have you ever dreamed about gaming before? 
l've dreamt that all my save files got corrupted. But that's more like a 
nightmare. 


What’s the best thing about the PowerUp Rewards program? 
Redeeming points for rewards certificates. I'll typically give them to my son. | FEATURED MEMBER 


HOTTEST STUFF FROM THE 
POWER UP REWARDS CATALOG 


ITS time To tally those points and treat yourself to something awesome. 


——— M——])!— À———— 


TIMATI ENTTRTATPNMENT C AED 


Certificate 


$3 Xbox Live ee $3 Playstation Network Credit m Reward Certificate | Exclusive. Comic Books |  Batm e an 2 nam K Knig ht 
3, 900 POINTS . 3,900 POINTS | 10, 000 POINTS 8, 000 POINTS EACH | = Hood Tee 2 


i E 1ı o 0 POINTS 


Gaming Accessories 24" x 36" Posters Halo Master Chief 18" Figure Zelda Shield Backpack 
STARTING AT 5,000 POINTS 6,800 POINTS EACH 100,000 POINTS 27,000 POINTS 


Don t see anything yous ait live withour? See T 


redeem at PowerUpRe 


S of E [ers available to 
dedi al the time. 


All PowerUp Rewards catalog items are while supplies last. 
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When 
Celebrities 
Attack 


by Brian Shea 


With video games getting bigger every 
year, several celebrities have embraced 
them as an effective way to market 
themselves. Unfortunately, the mutu- 
ally beneficial relationships between 
game publishers and celebrities can go 
sour, leading to publicly hostile interac- 
tions and even lawsuits. In many cases, 
the lawsuits are downright outlandish. 
Check out some of the more famous feuds 
between video games and celebrities. 
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Ellen Page - The Last of Us, Beyond: Two Souls 

During a 2013 Reddit AMA, the actress accused Naughty Dog of 
ripping off her likeness for the character of Ellie. “| guess | should 
be flattered that they ripped off my likeness,” she said. “But | 

am actually acting in a video game called Beyond: Two Souls, 
so it was not appreciated.” The relationship with Beyond: Two 
Souls developer Quantic Dream also grew problematic when a 
debugged PlayStation 3 allowed a player to view Ellen Page's 
character from different angles during shower scenes. Sony 
quickly moved to have the images and videos taken down and 
confirmed that the body shots were not of Page, but rather a 
digital model. 


Michael "Shagg" Washington - Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas 
Cypress Hill's backup singer thought the protagonist of GTA: San 
Andreas looked too familiar, so in 2010 he filed a lawsuit against 
Rockstar Games asking for a whopping 25 percent of the com- 
pany's profits. Washington claimed he met with Rockstar in 2003 
to talk about various aspects of his troubled childhood, which he 
alleged were used in the story of the main character CJ. In 2012, 
Washington lost the case against Rockstar, with the judge point- 
ing out that CJ's likeness and story could have been based on 
any number of individuals. 


Lindsay Lohan and Karen Gravano - Grand Theft Auto V 

In 2014, Lohan filed a lawsuit claiming that her likeness, voice, 
and clothing line were being used in GTA V without permission. 
Karen Gravano from reality show Mob Wives also filed a lawsuit 
accusing Rockstar of using her likeness and story for one of the 
characters in the game. Rockstar has filed papers to have both 
cases thrown out. 


Justin Bieber - Joustin' Beaver 

In 2012, an Android app developer called RC3 released a game 
called Joustin’ Beaver in an attempt to capitalize on the popu- 
larity of the singer. When Bieber's camp delivered a cease and 
desist letter, RC3 filed a lawsuit against Bieber, claiming that 
the game is a parody and is therefore protected under the First 
Amendment. Though the judge rejected RC3's lawsuit in Florida 
in 2012, the app is still available for purchase on the iOS App 
Store and Google Play store. 


The Last of Us 


Manuel Noriega - Call of Duty: Black Ops II 

Manuel Noriega was not a fan of his appearance in Call of Duty: 
Black Ops II, which led the former Panamanian dictator to file a 
lawsuit against Activision in 2014. Noriega sought damages for 
his negative depiction within the game. In late 2014, however, 
the lawsuit was dismissed. 


Uri Geller - Pokémon 

The illusionist took issue with one of Nintendo's most prized 
franchises when he noticed the telekinetic Pokémon Kadabra. 
In 2000, Geller claimed that the bent spoon carried by Kadabra 
was ripping off one of his trademark performances and that the 
Japanese spelling of Kadabra's name was visually similar to the 
spelling of Geller's name in Japanese. In addition, Geller noted 
that Kadabra's lightning bolts on its abdomen were anti-Semitic 
due to it being similar to Nazi symbolism. Due to this feud, 
Kadabra has not appeared in the Pokémon Trading Card Game 
since 2003 or the anime since 2006. 


Jim Brown - Madden NFL 09 

Appearing in Madden NFL 09 is not one of the legendary run- 
ning back's proudest accomplishments, as Brown filed a lawsuit 
in 2008 against Sony and EA Sports alleging that they used his 
likeness without his permission. The lawsuit was tossed out by a 
judge who stated Brown's inclusion in the game was Electronic 
Arts exercising its First Amendment rights as the in-game char- 
acter in question was given an anonymous name and possessed 
a different jersey number. @ 


Activision's Guitar Hero 
franchise holds the 
record for irritating the 
most celebrities over the 
course of its lifetime. 

Harmonix and Activision 
licensed The Romantics 
"What I Like About You" 
for a cover version of 
the song in Guitar Hero 
Encore: Rocks the '80s, 
but when the band fired 
up the game, they noticed 
that the cover sounded 
good. So good, in fact, 
that the band filed a law- 
suit in 2007 saying that 
the cover version was 
indistinguishable from 
their original version. The 
lawsuit was thrown out 
by a judge in 2008. 

The next entry, Guitar 
Hero III: Legends of Rock, 
moved Axl Rose to take 
litigious action as well. 
The Guns N' Roses front- 
man had some choice 
thoughts for Activision 
after he saw a digital 
version of his former 
bandmate Slash playing 
"Welcome to the Jungle" 
in Guitar Hero III. Rose 
took to the courts in 2010, 
filing a lawsuit against 
Activision claiming that 
he had only licensed 
the song to be used in a 
promotional nature at a 
tradeshow. Judges later 
threw out the lawsuits, 
citing Rose's three- 
year delay in filing as 
the cause. 

Following the discovery 
that players could use 
the deceased Nirvana 
frontman Kurt Cobain's 
digital likeness in any 
song in Guitar Hero 5, 
his widow Courtney 
Love and former band- 
mates Dave Grohl and 
Krist Novoselic publicly 
expressed their disap- 
pointment in how Cobain 
was represented. Grohl 
and Novoselic even went 
as far as to plead to 
Activision to "do the right 
thing" and lock Cobain 
to Nirvana songs. Jon 
Bon Jovi also chimed in, 
stating that it would be 
weird to see his digital 
likeness with someone 
else's voice coming out 
of it. No Doubt and 
Maroon 5's Adam Levine 
were also upset with the 
way their digital like- 
nesses were represented 
in Band Hero, with each 
party filing lawsuits 
against Activision for 
their appearances. 
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AXIOM VERGE 


Axiom Verge creator Tom Happ made the game completely on his own, and recruited 
former Nintendo head of digital content and development Dan Adelman to handle the 
business aspects surrounding the release. We spoke to both about the launch, devel- 
opment, and plentiful hidden secrets in this Metroid-inspired title. by Bryan Vore 


Has it been fun to watch some 
of the speedrunners? What 
are some surprising tricks 
you've seen? 

Tom Happ: l've seen people do 
things that | didn't know could 
be done and I’m so happy. | was 
afraid that if | was too clever, 

| would have made the game 

so that there aren't that many 
options for sequence break- 

ing. But people seemed to have 
found even more things than | 
had planned for, so | think that is 
really good. | was actually worried 
when it took me three and a half 
hours. | was wondering if people 
were going to watch a three- 
hour speed run. But now that it 
is down to around the length of 
Super Metroid speedruns, that will 
be really good for competitions. 


What weapons didn't make 
the cut? 

Happ: | think | started off with 

a list of about 100 ideas, and | 
narrowed it down to what is in 
the game. | had ideas like your 
gun shoots out little critters that 
start bouncing around and start 
munching on the enemies. | 
had an idea for something that 
would roll along the ground and 
leave like a trail of napalm or 
something that, after a delay, 


would explode upwards. | had a 
lot of different things, and those 
were just the ones off the top of 
my head. You might see them in 
another game. 


Did you ever feel the need to 
put in things to help players 
keep track of blocked paths or 
out-of-reach power-ups? 
Happ: That was an explicit inten- 
tion of mine to make it not have 
that. That seems to work for 
some people and not for others. 
The idea was to give people a 
reason when they are backtrack- 
ing or lost to actually look in plac- 
es. Rooms without a dot on the 
map are going to be bypassed. 

| wanted them to stop and smell 
the flowers. It gives the environ- 
ment a little bit more interest than 
just as the obstacle to you get- 
ting to the dot on the map. 


Are there any secrets that 
haven't been discovered by 
players yet? 

Happ: Yeah, there's at least 

one that is right in plain sight. | 
haven't heard anything so far, so 
I'm just like "Huh." | figure once 
it comes out to PC, it probably 
will be disassembled and hacked 
all to pieces, and people will just 
grab that stuff out of the binaries. 


How did you decide that 

you wanted to include a 
password system, but not for 
tracking progress? 

Happ: It was kind of a mix of 
things. | never intended it to be 
that you need this thing to sur- 
vive because just the notion of 
entering passwords is kind of a 
turnoff for a lot of people. | want- 
ed it to be an off-the-beaten- 
path option. But once you have 
it, it is something that you can 
play around with. It was also 
helpful for debugging. Since | 
have that option, | can put things 
in there. 


Do items in the secret areas 
contribute to the 100-percent 
completion trophies? 

Happ: No, they're not part of 
the percentage. They're purely 
a bonus. 


So people could think they have 
everything and there could still 
be some secrets out there? 
Happ: There are at least two 
more weapons that l've not 
heard anyone mention or show 
that can be found in the secret 
areas. It's interesting, | think a lot 
of people have just gone straight 
to speedrun mode now, which 
doesn't have secret areas, so 
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it might be a while before that 
starts coming to the forefront. 


How many different random 
secret area arrangements 
are there? 

Happ: lm not sure. It's pretty 
much infinite. | would need to 
do some math to be able to 
answer that, but it would be a 
big number. 


Dan, you've got some long 
history with Nintendo. Have 
they ever reached out positively 
or negatively concerning the 
Metroid influence? 

Dan Adelman: They've been 
nothing but great. They've been 
congratulatory. l'm going to go 
out to lunch with a couple of my 
old coworkers sometime next 
week. They'd like to have it on a 
platform, so that's something we 
want to work towards. 


The special ending seems to 
leave the door open for more 
Axiom Verge. 

Happ: There are a number of 
different storylines that go into 
the Axiom Verge universe. It's 

a matter of deciding which one 
| want to go into first. | was 
originally thinking | would just go 
right into a sequel, but now I’m 
thinking maybe it might be bet- 
ter to do a prequel since Axiom 
Verge is in the middle of a long 
storyline. It might help clear up 
some confusion to do some- 
thing like a prequel, and is at a 
point in the story where it's a bit 
less complicated. 


ORI AND THE BLIND FOREST 


Few games ooze as much charm as Moon Studios’ On and the Blind Forest. With its 
precision platforming and Metroidvania-inspired world design, the magic runs deeper 
than the Studio Ghibli-esque visuals that first turned heads at E3 2014. We spoke with 
game director and co-creator Thomas Mahler about the studio's debut. by David Milner 


Ori is a difficult game. Were 
you concerned you'd made 

a title that appears to be 

cute and child-friendly, but 

is actually punishingly hard 

in places? 

That concern came up fairly early 
on. We were in the lucky position 
of being able to use Microsoft's 
Usability Research Lab to see 
where people have issues, and 
we also developed mechanics 
like the Soul Link to alleviate 
these concerns. On top of that, 
we implemented RPG mechan- 
ics through the ability tree, so 
people could balance the game 
for themselves a bit. 

Having said that, we grew up 
with 8- and 16-bit titles that had 
a lot of bite. Even in the early 
stages, Ori was always a preci- 
sion platformer at heart. That's 
what it is when you boil it down 
to its core... And a good precision 
platformer has to require a lot of 
precision or the experience sim- 
ply feels shallow. 


The escape sequences were 
a highlight, but | must have 
died at least 30 times in each 
one. Presumably some people 
will just give up. What was the 
thinking behind these sections, 
and did you ever consider 
having checkpoints? 

The issue we faced was that we 
wanted “dungeons” - sections 
focused around a specific idea 
that challenge you to use your 
learned abilities. Traditionally, 


side-scrolling games would sim- 
ply add a boss battle. 

While that trope works, we feel 
there's something odd about it, 
both in terms of gameplay and 
world building. It's very easy to 
fall into the trap of designing 
something generic; even the 
absolute greats like Metroid and 
The Legend of Zelda "failed" in 
that regard. Too often a boss bat- 
tle simply becomes yet another 
evil octopus with a red eye that 
you have to hit three times. 

Instead of going down that 
route, we created something 
completely focused on the game's 
core: platforming. We wanted 
a frantic, tightly choreographed 
sequence that feels like a proper 
climax. We thought about check- 
points, but it felt too much like 
adding them into a boss fight. 


Do you see this as the begin- 
ning of a franchise? 

We love the world we created, 
and there's quite a bit of lore 
and story that didn't make it into 
the game. We'd be thrilled to 
see more being done with the IP. 
Beyond merchandise, it could 
make for a marvelous film - 
imagine what Disney could do 
with it. Wouldn't you love to see 
Ori in an animated feature? 

But we'll see what the future 
brings. We don't want to imme- 
diately go down the rabbit hole 
and say we're already working 
on a sequel. Moon Studios is 
a highly creative place; we're 


always dabbling around with 
other prototypes and have a 
few very interesting projects just 
lying around. 


| wanted to go back and 
gather up the remaining col- 
lectibles after completing the 
game. Why didn't you allow 
people to keep playing after 
finishing the story? 

Well, story-wise, it didn't make 
too much sense to allow players 
to return to the dungeons. For 
example, the Ginso Tree in the 
end sequence is being flooded 
with water. It would've been fun 
to allow Ori to re-enter it, but the 
entire place would be submerged 
and the gameplay would have to 
be adjusted. 

We understand that most peo- 
ple wanted to re-traverse, and we 
might still address this feedback 
in future updates, but at the time 
of development it just didn't make 
sense. It would've required a lot of 
development resources...finishing 
the game was a higher priority. 


The Metroidvania-style map 

is tied heavily to Ori's naviga- 
tional skills. Did you decide on 
Ori's abilities before settling on 
the layout, or was it the other 
way around? 

Everything has to work hand-in- 
hand together. The level design 
needs to be informed by the 
ability design; the ability design 
needs to be informed by the 
enemy-design. 


The first step was to figure out 
how the character controls - 
that's the most important thing, 
because everything is influenced 
by that. After we crafted Ori's 
controls, we built a few test 
levels, settled on his abilities, 
and then just went wild building 
hundreds of "rooms." 

Rooms are just small test sec- 
tions that have a specific focus: 
puzzle rooms, combat rooms, 
platforming rooms, story rooms, 
etc. Once we had a good num- 
ber, the challenge then became 
fitting them seamlessly together 
into a believable world. 

A Metroidvania map is akin 
to a giant maze, and the player 
will spend a lot of time just try- 
ing to find their way through it... 
That's why every new area was 
designed around a distinct theme, 
not just in terms of visuals, but 
also in terms of gameplay. 


With its navigational shortcuts, 
Ori feels like it's designed 
with speedrunning in mind. 
Have you heard of any crazy 
completion times? 
Oh, definitely! We're super excit- 
ed by how quickly the speedrun- 
ning community has adopted it. 
We knew about a few sequence 
breaks in production and made 
the decision to leave these 
"issues." 99 percent of gamers 
would never play Ori that way, 
and the one percent would get a 
kick out of using every exploit to 
cut off another second. 

The current world record is 
51 minutes and 36 seconds - 
and without a single death! 
For a game that's usually a 
10-hour experience, that is a 
tremendous achievement. 
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COUR LING CHINA 


How Western publishers are bringing your favorite games to the fastest growing economy 


ome to 1.3 billion people and a video 

game market estimated at $14 billion 

annually, China has the potential to com- 

pletely remake the game industry. It's al- 

ready where most of our consumer electronics are 

manufactured, and many of the large publishers 

have development branches in China, including 
Ubisoft and Electronic Arts. 

China is a huge market, but one that presents a 

number of challenges. Censorship, red tape, and 
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by Matt Helgeson 


restrictions imposed by the government make it 
a hard market to navigate. Particularly sensitive 
are any games that paint China in a negative mili- 
tary context or as enemies - something that got 
Battlefield 4 banned. China's ministry of culture also 
takes a firm stance against depiction of organized 
crime, banning Grand Theft Auto, Mafia, and other 
similar titles. As a result, many Western publish- 
ers partner with Chinese companies like the online 
gaming giant Tencent, which itself owns significant 


t 
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interests in Western developers Riot Games and 
Epic Games. For the Western games that do make 
the leap to China, they often have to be tailored to 
Chinese tastes and the economic realities of the 
market, which is dominated by PC and free-to-play 
business models. 

Still, in most important ways, Chinese gamers 
aren't that different than their Western counterparts. 
They want quality games and great experiences, 
they just have to be delivered in a different form. 


Call Of Duty Online 


Eyeing the success of China's highly popular (but 
not terribly impressive) online shooter CrossFire, 
Activision has finally brought Call of Duty to the 
country in the form of Call of Duty Online. The game 
was developed by Activision Shanghai and Raven 
Software, and is published in China by Tencent. 

Essentially, Call of Duty Online is a free-to-play, 
microtransaction-oriented "greatest hits" of the 
series. It takes elements from many past games, 
including maps from Call of Duty 4: Modern 
Warfare, the original Black Ops, and others. It has 
a mix of perks from Modern Warfare 3 and the 
original Black Ops, a robotic zombie mode called 
Cyborg Rising, and Survival mode from Modern 
Warfare 3. It also has a new single-player campaign 
featuring favorite characters like John Price and 
John "Soap" MacTavish. 


World Of Warcraft 


World of Warcraft has a long history of success in 
China; it's been operating in the country since 2005. 
However, the game has also experienced its share 
of difficulties in dealing with the government and its 
often complicated rules and regulations regarding 
business practices and in-game content. 

Blizzard originally launched the game with the help 
of the Chinese company The9. However, following its 
merger with Activision, Blizzard became unsatisfied 
with the royalties it was receiving and signed a new 
deal with the Chinese firm NetEase. That move was 
not signed off on by the government, leading to some 
temporary service blackouts. 

This was hardly the last time WoW ran afoul of the 
authorities. The popular Wrath of the Lich King ex- 
pansion was released two years late due to conflicts 
over content with the Chinese government. Blizzard 
made concessions like using tombstones to repre- 
sent dead bodies and ceasing the use of skeletons in 
the game (which are taboo in Chinese culture). 

The Pandaren race introduced in Mists of Pan- 
daria, which wore Japanese samurai outfits in beta 
form, was changed due to concerns from Chinese 
gamers regarding the country's sacred panda being 
depicted as its historical archrival. The government 
also imposed limitations on playtime at Internet 
cafes due to concerns about WoW addiction among 
players. Still, despite the rocky history, World of 
Warcraft remains a very popular game in China - 
popular enough to spawn its own (not officially 
licensed) theme park, Joyland. 


League Of Legends 


If there's a prototype for the future of the game 
industry, it may well be Riot Games' League of 
Legends. Online, free-to-play, eSports-focused, and 
geared toward a global audience, it's as popular 

in China as it is everywhere else. Riot also has an 
advantage over other Western developers; it's a 
subsidiary of the dominant Tencent. 

Because League of Legends was created to cross 
international borders with ease, the differences 
between the U.S. version and the Chinese version 
are fairly slight. The skin splash art is slightly differ- 
ent, some champ names are altered, and players 
log in not through a Riot account but a QQ account 
(based on a popular instant messenger service run 
by Tencent in China). 

However, a Riot representative told us that the in- 
game experience for players is largely identical. Like 
most games, there have been a few considerations 
made to the Chinese government's content policies, 
mostly in the form of altered blood effects. 


FIFA 


Soccer is the world's most popular sport, so it's no 
surprise that EA has exported its hugely successful 
FIFA franchise to China. FIFA Online 3 shares a lot 
of characteristics with the other games mentioned in 
this article: It's an online-only experience optimized 
to run on a wide variety of PC hardware, operated 
in partnership with Tencent, and free-to-play (which 
means it's focused on microtransactions). 

The game launched in South Korea in 2013, and 
is now in Thailand, Singapore, Vietnam, Malaysia, 
Indonesia, and China. The game has only been in 
open beta in China since last year, and hit 500,000 
concurrent users in December 2014, which EA says 
is a record for a beta release in China. 


China's Pirate Consoles 
China is a hotbed of piracy in every form of media, 


Government restrictions aside, piracy concerns have been the 


consoles entering the market. 


However, that hasn't totally stopped the pirates. In fact, bootleg game 
peen sci, san and Eh: in China, marketed under names lik 
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of Nintendo systems like the Game Boy Advance and 3DS under its own brand in China. 
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NBA 2K 


China is a hotbed of basketball, spurred in part by 
the popularity of now-retired NBA big man Yao Ming 
and the growth of the Chinese Basketball Associa- 
tion, which has been home to NBA castoffs like 
Stephon Marbury and Gilbert Arenas. 

NBA 2K Online is a free-to-play title that features 
all 32 NBA teams. Interestingly, on YouTube the most 
popular mode appears to be not the conventional 
five-on-five play, but a “playground” three-on-three 
mode that mixes NBA pros and Chinese created 
characters. The game is published in partnership with 
Tencent and had over 19 million registered users in 
2014. The NBA 2K Online experience emphasizes 
each's players created avatar — allowing you to level 
up their skills and purchase new gear and "street- 
ball" moves. It features a number of online competi- 
tive and single-player modes, as well as tournament 
and championship ladders. 


Borderlands 


One of the more intriguing China-only projects in 
development is a proposed Borderlands massively 
multiplayer online game. The title is supposed to 
launch sometime in 2015 and is being developed by 
Chinese company Shanda Games. 

The game is being created for both PC and 
mobile platforms, and right now little is known 
about how it operates other than it promises the 
signature mix of shooting and loot-collecting, and is 
set on Pandora. The characters retain the series' 
familiar cel-shaded graphics but with a little more 
of a "clean cut" look. @ 
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A New Voice In Games tx 


“Ashly Burch first received notice for the Hey Ash, Whatcha Playin'? web videos done with her brother 
Anthony. She's now a video game voice actress, scholar, screenwriter for shows like Adventure Time, and 
the co-author of an upcoming book on Metal Gear Solid. 


What are some of your first memories of 
video games? 

| honestly don't remember. Games have 
[always] been around in my life. There is a 
home movie of me in diapers holding an NES 
controller that isn't plugged into anything. | 
know we played Super Mario Bros. | got really 
into adventure games like Day of the Tentacle. 
For some reason our parents let us play 
Leisure Suit Larry games when we were kids. 


How old were you when you were playing 
Leisure Suit Larry? 

| don't remember. It's going to make my 
parents look really weird, but they just didn't 
know it. They were like, "Oh, it is this car- 
toon boy - it doesn't matter." Was | seven 

or eight? | was young - too young to be 
playing Leisure Suit Larry. | [also] remember 
playing Toonstruck, Sam and Max. Then, | 
got into Final Fantasy. One of my big obses- 
sions for both [her brother and Borderlands 
writer - Ed.] Anthony and | was Metal Gear 
Solid. We are actually writing a book about 
Metal Gear Solid for the Boss Fight Book 
series. It's this nostalgic piece about how we 
remembered it, how that's changed, and how 
we see the game differently now. 


How did the Hey Ash, Whatcha Playin'? 
videos start? 

That started when | was a senior in high 
school. Anthony had just gotten into college 
and | was still at home. All of his friends had 
gone out of state for college and he was left 
behind. He was feeling bored and lonely. 

He originally wanted to film a documentary 
about independent game developers. So he 
thought, "I'll buy this camera and to learn 
how to use it [by doing] stupid sketches with 
Ash." | think the first episode we actually 
filmed was the BioShock one where | was 
dressed up as Andrew Ryan. He put them on 
Destructoid and people responded well to 
them. Nero, the owner, said, "I think | could 
find you guys a place where they could pay 
you a little bit of money to do it." So, he start- 
ed shopping us around. Game Trailers ended 
up having some interest mostly because of a 
former employee, Jeremy Hoffman, who saw 
the videos and really liked them. | think we 
ended up putting the BioShock episode on 
the user forums. It got a good reception so 
they decided to take us on as a series. 


Do you plan to do more or have you moved 
on from Hey Ash...? 

We aren't with Game Trailers anymore and 

we were doing some sponsored videos to 
help fund stuff, but we got really busy and 

it wasn't something that was paying us so 

it had to take a back seat because we need 


to live. Gradually, over the course of a year, 
we filmed all of season five and it's all edited 
as well. We are figuring out how we want to 
release it. 


You've spoken publically about your strug- 
gles with anxiety and how games helped 
you deal with it. Why do you think games 
helped you? 

I’m involved with a nonprofit called Take This 
focused on raising awareness of mental- 
health issues in the gaming community. One 
of the first initiatives of the charity was to 
have people submit stories about how they 
experience different mental-health issues. My 
specific brand of anxiety is very focused on 
[going] to the worst possible conclusion as 
quickly as possible. 

When | was kid, | got it in my head that 
every time | would eat a meal | would throw 
up. | would start obsessing about the nausea. 
| tried a million things to calm myself down 
and the only thing that worked was play- 
ing Harvest Moon 64. There was something 
about how it was just engaging and lighting 
up my brain in ways that reading a book or 
watching a movie [couldn't do]. With Harvest 
Moon, | had to plan out, “I’m going to do this, 
this, and this before | go talk to this villager.” 
| was creating goals for myself that | wanted 
to reach. It was a very calm, soothing game; 
it didn't feel like a first-person shooter [where] 
| was constantly under stress. It was very 
zen. Over time, the fear of puking subsided 
and | was able to not worry about that as 
much anymore. 


What are your thoughts GamerGate 

and on everything that's gone on in the 
last year? 

These stories have unfortunately always 
existed, but the volume and the sever- 

ity of attacks against women because of 
GamerGate is astonishing, devastating, and 
heartbreaking. We've lost lots of really impor- 
tant voices that were driven out of the indus- 
try because of unending harassment. It's an 
unfortunate thing, because | think gamers 
are such passionate people. It's not just a 
hobby for a lot of people; it's a piece of their 
identity. Regardless for the reason that gam- 
ing was made a piece of their identity, it's a 
truth for them, and they feel very attached to 
the games. 

When you hear or read criticisms of, for 
example, Anita Sarkeesian or other feminist 
thinkers, it becomes an argument of seman- 
tics or straw-men arguments. They're equat- 
ing love of a game or a medium with their 
identity. So, if Grand Theft Auto is sexist, 
you might be making the false conclusion 
that this feminist is telling you that you are 
sexist for liking this game - which isn't true. 
Anything that you like - literally any show, any 
movie, any TV show, any game, any book - is 
going to be problematic in some way, more 


than likely. Even shows that are at their core 
trying to be feminist might be racist. There 
could be shows that are trying so hard not to 
be racist, but that are sexist. You can't really 
link your identity to something that you love. 


How do we move forward? 

| did a talk with Rosalind Wiseman, who's 

an educator, and we surveyed over 1,000 
people - adults and children, but we got 
mostly kids. We asked them a bunch of 
questions, boys and girls, about what sort of 
protagonists they'd like to see in games. We 
asked boys, "What do you think girls play?" 
and "Do you want to see girls playing the 
same games as you?" Girls care more - boys 
don't really care whether or not they play 

as a male or female protagonist, and they 
want more girls playing the same games as 
them. And they already think that girls play 
literally every genre; FPS, MOBA, RTS, RPG, 
mobile - boys think that girls play everything. 
So all these preconceived notions that we 
have about games are actually not right. 

We talked to kids and they are becoming 
more progressive. 


You've done a lot of voice acting in games 
and other media in recent years. Was that 
an outgrowth of Hey Ash...? 

It's been a mixture of Hey Ash and Tiny Tina 
[from Borderlands]. l've gotten cast based 

on Hey Ash a few times. Any time you audi- 
tion for something, at the beginning you'll 

say "Ashly Burch, reading for whoever." | 
think there are some people, especially in the 
games industry, will hear that say, "Oh I know 
her, she's from Hey Ash." Also, people have 
reached out to me specifically because they 
like my work on Hey Ash. Mortal Kombat was 
that way. | think Cassie Cage is a great char- 
acter; she's really strong and self-possessed 
but also really funny. They wanted someone 
who had an ear for comedy. [It was] the same 
thing for Miss Pauling in Team Fortress 2. 
Valve reached out to me because they liked 
Hey Ash specifically. 


You've done things like Adventure Time. 
Your brother has left Gearbox to go make 
a TV show for Hulu. Do you still see 
yourself staying primarily in games or 
branching out? 

Well I'm also writing on the same Hulu show 
as Anthony, and I'm writing for Adventure 
Time as well. The Hulu show is with the 
Rocket Jump guys, the guys who made 
Video Game High School. They are huge 
gamers, so gaming influences all the stuff 
we make. | hope to always be involved in the 
games industry, either through voice work 

or through doing more talks - or working on 
games. l'm Chloe in Life is Strange, which is 
an episodic game made by Dontnod. There 
are other games and things that l've been in 
that I'm not allowed to say yet. © 
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1998 

SOLID BONDS 

After beginning gaming at 
a very young age, Burch 
bonds with her brother 
[and future Borderlands 
scribe) Anthony over 
Konami's Metal Gear Solid 


2008 

SCHOLARLY WORK 
Burch enrolls at Occidental 
College in Los Angeles. 
One of Occidental's 

more famous alumni 

is then-president elect 
Barack Obama 


2008 

BREAKTHROUGH 
VIDEO 

Ashly and her brother 
Anthony post their first 
Hey Ash, Whatcha Playin'? 
video, which becomes 

a popular web series 
among gamers 


2011 

RED DEAD STUDIES 
Graduating a year early, 
Burch does a study on 
gender roles in Rockstar's 
Red Dead Redemption as 
her senior project 


2012 

CREATING TINA 

Burch gets her first major 
voice-acting role in 
games, as Tiny Tina in 
Borderlands 2, written by 
her brother Anthony 


2013 

NEW ADVENTURES 
Burch joins the cast of the 
Cartoon Network show 
Adventure Time as a voice 
actor, and later becomes a 
writer for the show 


2013 

BECOMING A SAINT 
Ashly, Anthony, and "Papa" 
Burch become playable 
characters in Volition's 
Saints Row 4 via a 

DLC release 


2015 

FATALITY 

Burch gets a prominent 
role in Mortal Kombat X 
as Cassie Cage, a new 
character who is the 
daughter of Johnny Cage 
and Sonya Blade 


2015 

NEXT EPISODE 

Burch is a voice actress in 
Dontnod's episodic, time- 
twisting adventure Life 

is Strange. She stars as 
Chloe Price 
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THE NEW 


ZER 
ADE QHD+ 
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azer has sliced through the mobile PC gaming competition with its line of sure our hands were clean, because we didn't want to smudge 
Blade laptops. The brand's 2015 offering kicks the resolution up to 3K and its gorgeous 3200x1800 QHD+ multi-touch LED screen. 

implements a host of small tweaks to ensure that Razer is still the qo-to for While playing games, we got a little over an hour out of 
portable power. our Blade before having to plug it into a wall (expect closer 

Like past Blades, this beauty packs a lot of horsepower into a relatively light to five for less demanding work], but the machine runs hotter 
aluminum shell. Our model featured an Intel Core 17-4720HQ, a Nvidia GeForce than any laptop we've previously tested, so unless you're sit- 
GTX 970M, and 16GB of DDR3L-1600 memory. Games like Grand Theft Auto V ting under an AC unit while you play, you'll want to keep this 
and Middle-earth: Shadow of Mordor ran like a dream as long as we kept them machine off your lap. This year's model doesn't feature any 
in standard HD. If you try to kick your resolution up past 1920x1200, you might SD card or ethernet ports, which is unfortunate in a machine 
notice a small amount of lag. Games at this resolution are still playable; they're just less smooth. with this price point. 

This new Blade feels as nice as it looks. We especially appreciated its slightly clicky keys, which offer more While Razers premier laptop remains one of the most 
tactile feedback than most laptop's chiclets. We also valued Razer's anti-ghosting feature, as it allowed us to powerful mobile PCs on the market, it still might break 
press down practically the entire keyboard without losing a single gaming command. We just had to make your bank account. We wouldn't fault you if you wanted to 
wait another year to see if Razer can make flawless use of 

., its stunning new screen, but if 
by Ben Reeves, Matt Bertz, and Matt Miller ——_- it's time to upgrade to a new 
$2,199 | razerzone.com machine, this is a great choice. 
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Western Digital My Passport X 
Both Microsoft and Sony bet small on hard drive size for their 
< new consoles, and gamers are already butting their heads on 
the storage ceilings. While PS4 owners can replace their hard drives 
with a little surgery, Xbox One owners need to go the external storage 
route. Enter the My Passport X. The sleek casing of this external drive 
matches the Xbox One aesthetic, helping it blend inconspicuously 
into your entertainment center. The 2TB of storage gives you enough 
room to hold roughly 50 games. With a speedy USB 3.0 connection, 
we didn't see startup speeds drop compared to the internal hard drive, 
and the unit takes power right from the port so you don't need to add 
another power supply to the wire nest above your surge protector. We 
only have one gripe with this model - 


: VERY GOOD al ll ıi kr ar u a a: We Wish Western Digital had opted 
for a 7,200 rpm drive instead of the 
$99 | wdc.com 5,400 rpm model offered here. 


) Final Fantasy VII Advent 
` Children Cloud Strife 
square-Enix's Play Arts line of figures 

has branched onto numerous external fran- 
chises over the years, but the company still has 
a love for its own creations. This beautiful and 
highly poseable figure comes with the hero's 
giant sword, as well as six other swords that 
represent the dismantled elements of the larger 
blade. The figure also comes with a transparent 
base/stand, making it easy to arrange Cloud in 
a pose that looks perfect on your display. For 
more on the Play Arts line, check out our inter- 
view with Square Enix at gameinformer.com. 


$120 square-enix-shop.com/us 


COFFEE 
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BIG HARD SEX CRIMINALS 


suzie and Jon might seem like 
ordinary people, but every 
time they have sex, they stop 
time and rob banks. This 
oversized hardcover collects 
the first 10 issues of this 
shameless yet humorous indie 
comic that Time magazine 
called the best comic of 2013. 


$39.99 
imagecomics.com 


COFFEE GIVES 
ME SUPERPOWERS 
BY RYOKO IWATA 


As one of the most addictive 
legal substances on the planet, 
coffee fuels our workday 
meetings and weekend fun. 
Overflowing with infographics 
and fun facts, blogger Ryoko 
Iwata's new coffee table book 
is a celebration of the world's 
favorite morning beverage. 


$9.99 
en.ilovecoffee.jp 


EARTH, A PRIMER 


Science books are boring, 

but this iOS app aims to make 
learning feel like play as users 
explore volcanoes, glaciers, 
and sand dunes, manipulating 
nature with their fingertips 

as they learn about the global 
mechanics that make our 
world work. 


$9.99 
levitylab.com 


HOTLINE MIAMI 2: 
WRONG NUMBER 
SOUNDTRACK 


This three-disc vinyl set 
includes 28 tracks from Hotline 
Miami 2's pulse-pounding 
soundtrack, featuring artists 
such as M|OJO|N, El Huervo, 

and Magic Sword. The set also 
includes a custom phone card 
containing a download code for 
both the game and soundtrack. 


$60.00 
store.iam8bit.com 
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by Matt Helgeson 


Led by luminaries like Warren Spector and Doug Church, Looking Glass 


Maxis is proof that no developer is ever truly safe. Despite 
creating iconic games (SimCity) and one of the best-selling 
franchises of all-time - The Sims has sold 175 million units — the 
fallout from the failure and controversy surrounding the reboot of 
SimCity sunk Maxis when EA closed the studio's Emeryville, CA 
location this year. 


was not only an innovator (Thief: The Dark Project, System Shock), but 


also an amazing incubator of talent like Ken Levine (BioShock), Seamus 
Blackley (Xbox), and Harvey Smith (Dishonored). The company went 
out of business due to financial hardship in 2000, and Spector brought 


many of its developers to lon Storm. 


as well. 


Neversoft is synonymous with its classic Tony Hawk's Pro Skater, 
but it also delivered the underrated western Gun, which is a 
precursor to Rockstar's Red Dead Redemption. When discussing 
its legacy you have to factor in its quality work with the Guitar 
Hero and Call of Duty franchises before it was dissolved in 2014 


Midway didn't have a spotless record, but it was one of the few 
companies that made it from the early arcade era to the modern 
day. It also created some great franchises along the way, includ- 
ing Mortal Kombat, NBA Jam, Defender, and Rampage. 


Irrational Games went out on top, with the mind-blowing BioShock 
Infinite. However, it will be best remembered for the engrossing 
undersea city of Rapture. Founder Ken Levine closed the studio in 
2014, and is working on a smaller, narrative-driven project. Still, 
we'll miss the grand ambition of Irrational. 


Pandemic had tremendous range as a developer, creating 
a diverse cast of quality games like Star Wars Battlefront, 
Mercenaries, Full Spectrum Warrior, and Destroy All Humans. It 
merged with BioWare for a time by venture capitalists Elevation 
Partners, but eventually became another studio acquired and 


shuttered by Electronic Arts in 2009. 


Westwood became a PC giant by creating 
landmark strategy games like Dune Il and 
Command & Conquer. After being sold to EA, 
things went sour with the half-baked Command 
& Conquer Il: Tiberium and shooter experiment 
C&C: Renegade, causing EA to liquidate the 
studio in 2003. 
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Before the indie explosion, Clover Studios 
created artful, innovative games like the 
painterly adventure Okami and comic book- 
inspired action series Viewtiful Joe. However, 
its games were not huge commercial hits, and 
the uneven cult favorite God Hand eventually 
sunk the studio. 


Ensemble Studios was the picture of consis- 
tency; it delivered 11 sequels and expansions 
to its Age of Empires series in a decade. Then, 
it did the impossible: Ensemble created a great 
RTS interface for console with Halo Wars. 
Ensemble was rewarded by being shut down 
by Microsoft in 2009. 


Bizarre Creations was a top-notch racing 
developer famed for the Project Gotham Racing 
series. It also made the underrated shooter 
The Club and - most enduringly — the new 
arcade classic Geometry Wars, which became 
a phenomenon after appearing as a minigame 
in PGR 2. Sadly, that success couldn't save 
Bizarre, which closed in 2011. 


04 New Releases 
> Star Hammer: 
The Vanguard Prophecy (PC) 


05.1 Redesigning Heroes 
DC Comics is launching 20 new 
comic book series this month. Within 
these books, some of this universe's 
popular heroes are getting new 
costumes, including Superman and 
Wonder Woman. The new books to 
keep an eye on are: Justice League 
of America, Green Lantern: The Lost 
Army, Constantine: The Hellblazer, 
We are Robin, and Batman Beyond. 


05.2 The Series 

That Never Ends 

Out of all of the HBO shows you 
could see continue in movie form, 
Deadwood is obviously number one. 
That's not happening. Neither is The 
Wire. If you keep going down the 

list to page two, you eventually hit 
Entourage, which releases in theaters 
today. This "film" is about four guys 
driving around Hollywood, spending 
money, and acting like teenagers... 
just like every episode of the show. 


09 New Releases 
: The Elder Scrolls Online: 
Tamriel Unlimited (PS4, Xbox One) 
» Operation Abyss: 
New Tokyo Legacy (Vita) 
» Kholat (PC) 
» Mortal Kombat X (PS3, 360) 


[0 The X-Men 
Return To 1992 

Marvel's universe-wide Secret Wars 
event sounds like a time-traveling 
mess that unites all of its timelines 
and continuities in one epic event. 
One of the eras coming back is 
1992's X-Men, considered by many 
to be one of the best years for this 
beloved Marvel book. Decked out 

in their classic costumes, Cyclops, 
Wolverine, Jubilee, Storm, Rogue, 
and Professor X are tasked to 
investigate the government's new 
"mutant rehabilitation" project in the 
first issue of X-Men '92. 


12 The Park Is Open! 
Jurassic Park is a series of films 
about bringing prehistoric beasts 
back to life through genetic experi- 
mentation. The latest entry, Jurassic 
World, is a futuristic continuation 

in which a popular creature — actor 
Chris Pratt — is genetically recreated 
and kept in an amusement park 

for the patrons (who are dinosaurs) 
to enjoy. We hope he doesn't 

get loose. 


16 E3 2015 

The yearly Electronic Entertainment 
Expo kicks off in Los Angeles today, 
bringing a slew of game announce- 
ments and surprises for Xbox One, 
PlayStation 4, and perhaps even 
Nintendo’s new NX machine. Head to 


gameinformer.com for complete, up- 
to-the-minute coverage of the show. 
We have a feeling this is going to be 
one of the show’s best years yet. 


19 Pixar Brings 
Out The Feels 

The studio behind Monsters, Inc., Up, 
and Finding Nemo is back today with 
Inside Out, a film that puts emotions 
front and center. Pixar continues 

to deliver amazing movies, and we 
have no doubt this one will continue 
the trend of excellence. Make sure 
you bring Kleenex to wipe away 
tears and a wad of cash for the col- 
lectible figures you'll buy after you 
walk out of the theater. 


/3 New Releases 

» Batman: Arkham Knight 
(PS4, Xbox One, PC) 

» Final Fantasy XIV: 
Heavensward (PS4, PS3, PC) 


24 A Jumping-On Point 
For Halo Fans 

Dark Horse Comics' long-running 
Halo comic book series is kick- 

ing off a new story arc today, and 
should be a good jumping-on point 
for fans of the series. This story 
follows a Spartan squad to a hidden 
Forerunner world and a secret called 
the "Absolute Record." This story is 
a part of Halo's canon. 


26 A Sequel 

You Wanted? 

Ted 2 opens in theaters today. 
Seriously. How did this happen, 
people? Did you see the first one in 
theaters, or buy the DVD? Oh, you 
did? Really? Well, in that case, you 
should probably go see this sequel. 
You should also watch G./. Joe: 
Retaliation, The Scorpion King 4: 
Quest for Power, and DragonHeart 3: 
The Sorcerer's Curse. Hollywood's 
prank film industry thanks you! € 
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AVALANCHE SOFTWARE IS REVAMPING MAJOR 
ELEMENTS OF DISNEY INFINITY, WITH THE 
Sete Or SUME Miter PRUriLe ALLIES 


dez 


cover Story 35 


36 


LUKE SKYWALKER, DARTH VADER. 
CHEWBACCA. YODA. HECK, EVEN JAR 
JAR BINKS. IF THE STRENGTH OF A 
BRAND RELIES ON NAME RECOGNITION, 
STAR WARS IS ONE OF CINEMA'S 8OOC- 
POUND WAMPAS. MOVIES, COMICS, 
AND A NEVER-ENDING ROSTER OF TOYS 
HAVE MADE IT A CULTURAL JUGGER- 
NAUT FOR DECADES. AS THE KIDS WHO 
GREW UP WATCHING THE ORIGINAL 
TRILOGY HAVE AGED, THEY'VE SHARED 
THOSE FILMS WITH THEIR FAMILIES, 
GIVING A NEW GENERATION OF FANS 
THEIR OWN MEMORIES. 


That feeling of shared experiences is 
something John Blackburn, senior VP 
and general manager of Disney Infinity 
at Avalanche Software, can personally 
relate to. When he was a child, Disney 
was at the epicenter of some of his most 
precious memories. Whether it was gath- 
ering around the TV on Sunday after- 
noons to watch The Wonderful World of 
Disney or spending 16 hours on a drive 
to Disneyland, the company made an 
impression on Blackburn early on. 

Those two memory makers collided 
in 2012 after Disney purchased 
Lucasfilm for just over $4 billion. Thanks 
to the deal, Avalanche now has a new 
set of toys to play with. Those heroes 
and villains from a galaxy far, far away 
are coming to our living rooms this 
fall. They're the star attractions of 
Disney Infinity 3.0, which features 
not only Star Wars, but Marvel, Pixar, 
Disney, and enough new features to 
make a toy box explode. 

Avalanche is tapping into the exper- 
tise from partners including Ninja Theory 
(Heavenly Sword, DmC: Devil May Cry) 
and Sumo Digital (Sega & Sonic All- 
Stars Racing) to retool the combat and 
driving systems, addressing complaints 
from the past as we look toward the 
future of the series. 


INFINITY, AND BEYOND 

When we met Blackburn during devel- 
opment of Disney Infinity 1.0, he spoke 
about the project in terms of being 
a platform and not just a game. The 
second edition added Marvel charac- 
ters, and 3.0 introduces Star Wars, as 
well as new Marvel and Pixar playsets. 
For Blackburn, this upcoming game 
completes much of the studio's initial 
vision. "Infinity 3.0 is now the end of the 
launch, more or less," he says. "Then 
it'll become a sustainable ecosystem 
moving forward for us that's always 
behind the biggest properties and the 
biggest films and the new characters 
and the new worlds that Disney's going 
to be bringing out." 


Looking at it now, it's easy to gloss 
over how much of a gamble Disney 
Infinity was to the studio. Blackburn says 
at the time it was likely Avalanche's final 
console game, thanks to the stark reali- 
ties of increasing game budgets (Note: 
Avalanche Software is not affiliated with 
Avalanche Studios, the Swedish devel- 
oper behind Mad Max and the Just 
Cause series.) They were becoming 
unwieldy, particularly in licensed movie 
games, where the Salt Lake City-based 
company had found a niche. 

"That's why Infinity came into being," 
Blackburn says. "We were trying to make 
sure that everything could support each 
other. The idea of allowing us to com- 
bine everything within Disney, that was 
a fairly new thing for us. We had a very 
solid business base for it, we wanted to 
be in video games, and we wanted to 
make quality titles. This is about the only 
thing we could come up with that was 
going to allow us to do that." 

"Another big part of the pitch, too, 
was saying, 'Geez, we always reinvent 
the wheel." says John Vignocchi, VP of 
production for Disney Infinity at Disney 
Interactive. "It's always a new team 
working with a filmmaker creating new 
animations working on a custom engine 
doing a custom gameplay experience. 
What if, as Disney, we could invest in 
a central platform, grow the tools and 
tech, and be able to leverage what 
we would do for a character like Jack 
Sparrow to be able to use a sword, and 
later on allow a character that uses a 
sword to use that same technology?" 


ONE-STOP SHOP 

Disney Infinity delivered a one-two punch 
for Disney, which had been struggling in 
the gaming space for years. "We never 
had a track record of delivering a big, 
triple-A console product in the games 
division," Vignocchi says. Avalanche's 
multifaceted approach seemed like a 
play that would help turn things around 
for Disney, which was then focusing on 
mobile and social gaming. 


Avalanche's game gave license hold- 
ers a way to bring their properties - 
including obvious bets like Pixar's Cars 
series and odd picks such as Pirates of 
the Caribbean - to console games at 
a lower cost than traditional licensed- 
game development. Those playsets 
let Disney Infinity owners explore 
their favorite. worlds in stories that 
expanded on or retold those from the 
original movies. The characters were 
rendered in a consistent, highly stylized 
form - which extended to their physical- 
toy counterparts. 

Thanks to that toy-like style onscreen, 

Avalanche could bring all of the char- 
acters in one space for what would 
become an increasingly ambi- 
tious mashup - the Toy Box. 
It wouldn't make sense for Mr. 
Incredible to pal around with 
Davy Jones in a film, but he 
could do just that in the mode's 
anything-goes playspace. 
There, users could build, share, 
and play user-made levels via 
a library of unlockable blocks 
and other toy elements. Or, they 
could take Jack Sparrow out 
for a spin in Cinderella's car- 
riage - complete with monster- 
truck tires — as the studio giddily 
showed as an example of what 
was possible. 

Big names like Toy Story, 

Cars, and Pirates of the 
Caribbean found homes within 
Infinity, but Disney eventually 
incorporated some of its other 
properties as well. For exam- 
ple, Radio Disney wouldn't be 
a great fit for its own game, 
but Avalanche could put a 
branded jukebox into the Toy 
Box. Similarly, ESPN was able 
to get its name out to younger 
audiences by putting its logo 
on props like basketballs, foot- 
balls, and goalposts. "It became 
this broader corporate story of, 


'Hey, the guys at interactive have cre- 
ated this software platform that every- 
one can be a part of in a lot of different 
ways," Vignocchi says. 


ROOM TO GROW 

Infinity 2.0 was released in 2014, a year 
after the first game hit shelves. The 
sequel brought Marvel's characters to 
the platform, with playsets based on 
Spider-Man, the Avengers, Guardians of 
the Galaxy, and more. It added depth to 
combat and character progression, with 
skill trees and upgradable powers. The 
playsets received mixed reviews, but 
the Toy Box remained a highlight of the 
game. Budding creators could use tools 


that automatically built out platforming 
sections, trees, and other elements that 
novices might find tedious to construct. 
Like its predecessor, there was an abun- 
dance of content to get lost in. 
Blackburn says that gameplay diver- 
sity came at a cost. There were many 
systems and things to do, but many 
of them felt shallow. With 3.0, they're 
adding depth in addition to breadth. 
"Every year, we're looking at this now 
as we have a chance to go deep on 
one or two things. And we're going to 
get those things right every year. As 
we move forward, we're going to add 
a couple things on that broad palette, 
because we really want to speak to all 


kinds of gamers." 

Judging from what we saw during 
our two-day visit, the studio seems 
primed to deliver on those goals. The 
new Star Wars playsets, based on the 
Clone Wars era and the original trilogy, 
are going to be huge for Avalanche 
and the inevitable rush of new players. 
Equally important, the Toy Box is over- 
flowing with a vast array of fresh games 
and features. If previous entries left 
you cold, know that Avalanche is tap- 
ping the talents of several well-known 
studios to ensure that every trench run 
and lightsaber battle is as finely tuned 
as possible. The force looks strong with 
Infinity 3.0. 
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isney Infinity 3.0's pack-in playset is an 

adventure set around the end of Star 

œ Wars: Episode ll, including events and 

fF characters from the Clone Wars TV 

| "e series. That doesn't mean it's going to 

d | ‘regurgitate events as we know them, 
" — however. Instead, Anakin Skywalker and 
» 9 Ahsoka Tano are on a mission from the 
+ Jedi council to determine why Geonosis' 
4 droid factory is up and running - and 
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who's trying to build a droid army. 
Getting answers will be a challenge, 
but this is the period where Anakin is 
at the height of his powers. The demo 
starts with Anakin landing a shuttle on 
the planet's surface. Its weird rock for- 
mations and color palette are reminis- 
cent of a classic Road Runner cartoon 
(sorry, Disney), but | don’t have time 
to take in the sights. Anakin is almost 


immediately beset upon by clusters of 
blaster-firing droids. 

Fortunately, the early encounters are 
largely against B1 battle droids, the 
Trade Federation's disposable foot sol- 
diers. They're terrible shots, but Anakin 
can bounce their projectile attacks back 
in their metal faces with a well-timed 
press of the parry button. Up close, he 
can dismantle these metal enemies with 


his lightsaber, slicing them apart. One 
of the coolest of these deactivations | 
see is a powerful slice that cuts the droid 
vertically in half. Afterward, it falls apart 
in two directions like a split chunk of 
cordwood, the cut sections glowing red 
with heat. 

Anakin continues up the winding path, 
taking out droids as they come and 
trying to avoid getting flattened by larger 
hazards. Ships smash into the canyon 
walls, casualties of the battle playing out 
in the distance. | don't know if they're 
an actual hazard or are there for visual 
flavor, but Anakin stays at a prudent 
distance just in case. A minimap points 
the way to the next destination, perfectly 
themed in the style of a '70s-era holo- 
gram effect. 

Following the map, Anakin makes it to 
a bridge, which is guarded by higher- 
caliber droids. It's a perfect time to show 


off his more advanced combat maneu- 
vers, which are made possible thanks 
to the playset's developer, Ninja Theory 
(see sidebar on page 41). He dashes 
forward into one enemy, immediately 
transitioning to a flurry of attacks before 
Force-pulling the others close by. Anakin 
launches them into the air, juggling them 
with his lightsaber before they fall to the 
ground as ruined shells. 

Beyond the bridge are the ruins of 
Geonosis Arena. The stands are empty, 
though | know the spectators would 
be cheering their lungs out if they saw 
Anakin taking on the waves of additional 
droids. Beyond the arena, Anakin runs 
into Jedi master Plo Koon, who serves 
as a guide and mission giver on this 
planet. The droid factory is just ahead, 
but the bridge to make it across has 
been retracted. The controls are, of 
course, on the other side. Once a boul- 


der is smashed apart, it reveals a path 
Anakin can sidle along. From there, he 
extends the bridge and the duo heads 
to the door. 

Their path is now blocked by several 
IG-100 MagnaGuards, fearsome oppo- 
nents who serve as General Grievous' 
bodyguards. At least Anakin has an 
indication of who's behind the factory 
plot. Battle droids were easy to take 
down, but the MagnaGuards are a dif- 
ferent story. The machines use their 
electrostaffs to block Anakin's light- 
saber attacks, making them particularly 
hard to attack. It's possible to use brute 
strength and plenty of luck to find an 
opening, but the more sensible course 
of action is to wait for them to strike, 
dash out of the way, and then attack 
their vulnerable backs. Once the last 
MagnaGuard hits the dust, Anakin 
heads inside the droid factory. 


YODA'S FORCE POWERS ALLOW THE TINY HERO TO 
| BOUNCE AROUND LIKE A DEADLY PING-PONG BALL 
L 


This location seemed like 
something from a video 

| game when it was shown in 
| Star Wars: Episode ll, with 
its conveyor belts, crush- 
ing hammers, and spinning 
a mechanisms. The in-game 
j version underscores. that 
point. Anakin has to traverse 
a variety of tricky obstacles 
while avoiding attacks from 
g the droids stationed to pro- 
tect the factory. It's important 
to note that throughout our 
time with Geonosis, there are 
loads of details that visually 
sell the conceit that these 
are toys. Large screws hold 
together bridges and other 
mechanical contraptions, 
and it's hard to take a box of 
Anakin-crushing pistons too 
seriously when you spot the 
wind-up key. 

Deep inside of the factory, 
Anakin finally encounters 
the alien of the hour himself: 
General Grievous. The boss 
battle starts with the armored 
creature wielding a pair of 
lightsabers, and escalates 
to a full on, four-armed battle. The fight 
alternates between a standard - but 
tougher - real-time battle, and lightsaber 
clashes that require button-mashing to 
proceed. The fight is in a comparatively 
small room, which is a perfect venue 
for highlighting a neat visual effect. 
Lightsabers leave burn marks when they 
touch the floor or strike a wall. They also 
do a great job of forcing bosses to leave 
the area once they realize they're out- 
matched. Grievous may be gone, but in 
his haste to scram he left a droid behind. 

Anakin returns to the Jedi council on 
Coruscant, so the droid can be interro- 
gated. Unfortunately for them, the famed 
bounty hunter Cad Bane has an interest 
in the droid, too. Bane steals it and the 
chase is on. Anakin eventually recov- 
ers it, or at least the part that counts. 
The body got a little exploded during 
the encounter with Bane, but its head 
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is safe and sound. “The head becomes 
sort of a character in our game," says 
game director Jeff Gosztyla. "You find 
out that the droid came from Jabba the 
Hutt, or he's the last-known owner of 
it. That takes you to Tatooine to talk to 
Jabba about it." 

Tatooine is filled with activities, includ- 
ing a mission where you have to find 
parts to reconstruct your ship (one is 
discovered by tossing garbage into the 
sarlacc pit's maw until it barfs out the 
required piece) and face Sebulba in a 
pod-racing match (or rematch, if you're 
Anakin). First, you have to get to the 
desert planet. Fortunately, you have a 
space-worthy ship at your disposal. 

In space, players can pilot their ship 
around in 360-degree flight. Players can 
explore several major. planets, includ- 
ing Geonosis, ku» mE E, and. 
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map, which highlights points of interest. 
From there, they can resume free flight 
after getting their bearings or fast-travel 
to their destination. 

Each planet has its own selection of 
enemies, rather than hordes of battle 
droids around every corner. “I think it 
got repetitive in Infinity 2.0," Gosztyla 
says. "It plays into two things: One is we 
wanted more variety just for players in 
general, but also if you want to represent 
the Star Wars universe, you have to have 
these enemies." 

"There's lots more variety," Vignocchi 
adds. "You're not just battling wave after 
wave of frost giants," he says, referring 
to one of our complaints that we men- 
tioned in our review of Disney Infinity 2.0. 

Moons and planetoids aren't tied to 
the storyline, but they're host to a variety 
of optional challenges. These are largely 


| €” whimsical in nature; in one, players have 


ei b 'to try their hand at nerf herding, using 
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designed to be kid friendly, playere can 
press a button and the screen seam- 
lessly transitions from free flight to a star 


40 


bait to lure the large creatures to their 
pens. From what | can tell, your level of 
scruffiness doesn't play into the game. 


DISHEY INFINITY 3,O TAKES LIBERTIES WITH STAR WARS 
CANON, AIMING TO BE AN AUTHENTIC-FEELING EXPERIENCE. 
You WON'T KILL GRIEVOUS IN GEONOSIS, FOR INSTANCE 


Another lets players perfect their rail- 
grinding abilities by squishing pipe slugs 
on a pipeline network that encases a 
small planet. 

Space isn't a safe place to chill out, 
though. Asteroid fields and the hostile 
Trade Republic can make traversal dif- 
ficult - and sometimes those two things 
occur at the same time. Gosztyla says 
a couple of story missions are set in 
space, but overall it's not a primary focus 
of the playset. "Our emphasis is really on 
Jedi on the ground," he says. 

Infinity 3.0 adds a couple of significant 
changes to the playsets. First, you can 
replay missions after completing them. 
"We have so many cool moments in 
our story, and when | think about how 
my kids play, they want to show that to 
their friend or redo it," Gosztyla says. 
"Before, the only way to do it was to 
reset the playset." When you revisit a 
completed mission, you're given new 
secondary objectives, like finishing it 
without dying or beating it on the high- 
est difficulty setting. Completing those 


grants you access to new rewards. 

Additionally, the Star Wars sets 
build on the character crossovers from 
2.0. In that game, if you collected 10 
of these coins, you could bring a 
character from one of Marvel's playsets 
into another - like taking Rocket 
Raccoon into the Avengers playset. 
This time around, Avalanche is making 
that process easier, even if it allows 
players to do some weird things with 
the timeline. 

"In Star Wars playsets for Infinity 3.0, 
we're going to have one crossover 
coin per character that you find, and 
that unlocks them for play in the story 
mode," Gosztyla says. "Villains count as 
a crossover; you're going to have to find 
the villain coin." That means that Darth 
Maul could face himself in the playset's 
climactic battle, or that Luke Skywalker 
could even sort out his daddy issues by 
fighting alongside Anakin. 

Considering what's gone on in the Toy 
Box, stranger things have happened in 
Disney Infinity. 


inja Theory seems like an unlikely partner for Disney Infinity, considering its 
pedigree includes violent games such as Heavenly Sword, Enslaved: Odyssey to 
the West, and the gleefully bloody DmC: Devil May Cry. According to Avalanche, 
however, the studio's expertise in delivering complex and 
: | engaging combat made them a must-have when it came time to overhaul 
Infinity's fighting systems. 

The partnership began at the D.I.C.E. conference last February, when key members of Ninja 
Theory met with senior VP and general manager of Disney Infinity at Avalanche Software John 
Blackburn and the VP of production for Disney Infinity at Disney Interactive, John Vignocchi. 
There, Blackburn and Vignocchi shared their overall vision for Disney Infinity and what they 
were trying to achieve. 

"We were pretty floored," recalls Ninja Theory co-founder Nina Kristensen. "We just gelled 
really well from the get-go. We had very similar ethos, a similar approach to games creation, 
and it was very similar stuff that we cared about. The fit was right there, and it was like, "Wow, 
why have we not worked together before?'" 

"When we had that dinner at D.I.C.E., we never thought we'd have a real shot at working with 
these guys, but we really wanted to give it the old try," Vignocchi says. "It was wild coming out 
of that dinner. It was like, 'Well, hope they like us.' It's like asking someone to prom." 

A week after Ninja Theory officially joined the project, Blackburn and about half a dozen 
Avalanche employees headed to the studio in Cambridge, England. "We had to get going really 
quickly, because we knew we had all the Star Wars stuff, and we wanted to get these guys in 
the engine so that they were trained," Blackburn says. "There's about a three-month learning 
curve on it for the most part. We wanted these guys to be able to do that on the characters on 
2.0, so that they could then change the system on 3.0. We felt like they needed to understand 
what we had before they went and built onto it or tore it apart or whatever." 

“One of the first things we did was to look at what was creating the lag from a technical 
standpoint, and we had coders looking into it and trying to cut it where we could," says Benoit 
Macon, lead character designer at Ninja Theory. "We made sure the animations start imme- 
diately, so when you press a button there is already movement and give you that feeling of 
responsiveness. The input lag was one of the big, big things for us." 

Avalanche says the tweaks Ninja Theory made are being incorporated throughout the rest of 
the game, too. "What's really cool is expression is really important to them," says Kelly Murphy, 
lead designer of combat at Avalanche. "All of our mechanics wrap together really well, whereas 
before it was a little more clunky in terms of the combat. 

What's the secret? "A lot of it's within the animation, incorporating hit-stops and having 
the right windows," Kristensen says. "There are techniques that we've learned within combat 
over many, many years. Partly it's technical, but largely it's design knowledge within a very 
specific area." 

That sounds great, but the proof is in the pudding. We got our hands on the controls with 
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Anakin and Yoda, and the differences from the past Infinity games were immediately apparent. 
Characters were snappier overall, and the tiny gap between pressing a button and seeing the 
results seemed to disappear. That, coupled with the air juggles, Force powers, and revamped 
combo system, make combat a lot more interesting for adults who have been playing games 
for a long time. That doesn't mean that younger players will be left in the dust, though. 

"There still is the ‘Aaaah!’ for the 6- to 12-year-olds, where you just button mash, you pick 
up and play and you're a Jedi, and you feel totally awesome," Vignocchi says. "Then going 
back to something for the family as well, being able to have fun with the system and timing 
their combos and extending their combos, the more advanced gamers get to learn and master 
those things." 

Ranged combat is getting retooled by Avalanche as well. In previous games, players shot 
where they were looking, so they often found themselves in the strange (and often suicidal) 
position of running at an enemy to fire projectiles at them. Infinity 3.0's autolock system targets 
enemies once they're shot, and basically works like Ocarina of Time's Z targeting. Entering aim 
mode increases the damage that shots do. Targeting is easier out of aim mode, and Avalanche 
is hoping that players will be lured by the extra damage to give advanced aiming a try. 

We saw some of the game's force-special moves, and they range from being impressively 
powerful to outright silly. Anakin can Force pull sections of debris from the ground and hurl 
them at his opponents. Yoda zips over to his target like a green ping-pong ball, and then 
bounces between multiple targets. Obi Wan fools foes into working for him. The best one, how- 
ever, is clearly Han Solo's. He pummels his target away, then hurls something that looks like a 
grenade at them. When the smoke clears, what's left of his opponent is frozen in carbonite. In 
this case, the victim was Yoda, and his little paws, face, and ears jutted out of domino-shaped 
block. Solo can then run over to the block, pick it up, and then shatter it onto the ground (or off 
a cliff). The afflicted player can take tiny hops, and eventually break free on their own. 

"The cool thing about this is now all of the old power discs that were in packs are all going 
to use this new system — Rapunzel's frying pan, Carl's cane, those older characters, of course," 
Vignocchi says. "Those characters carry over into the new version, but because the team has 
gone and basically pulled apart, tweaked, and tuned and rewritten parts of the combat system, 
all of the Infinity characters are benefitting from that. | think that's really special." 

It's great to hear that Ninja Theory has retooled combat in Disney Infinity, but how exactly are 
they doing it? Murphy walked us through the early combat systems in Infinity 1.0 through the 
upcoming release. 

From the start, Murphy says combat was designed around The Incredibles’ playset. They 
knew melee combat was going to be a big part of that set, which made it a great place to 
begin. Avalanche wanted to have one face button devoted to melee attacks. Tap it several 
times, and Mr. Incredible performs a three-hit combo. Hold it down, and he uses a block 
breaker to smash through enemies' defenses. Jump in the air and press it, and he smashes 
down onto the ground with an area of effect attack. It was simple and effective. 

With 2.0, the studio added an additional layer in the form of 
super moves. Block breakers could now be charged, and they 
had different effects depending on how long the player held 
the button before releasing it. Murphy also added a feature 
that wasn't documented, and he says nobody knows about it. 
If your character is working through a combo, you can skip to 
the final, most powerful attack in the chain by pausing at the 
right time. 

To show what's possible in 3.0, let's take a quick look at 
Anakin's moveset. Ninja Theory has built on Murphy's hidden 
pause combos by making them a documented part of the 
game. Kids can mash on the melee button up to four times to 
get a relatively powerful lightsaber combo. Advanced players 
are rewarded by tapping it once, pausing it, and then tapping 
it twice more — which focuses his power on a single enemy. 
Tap it twice, pause, and tap two more times, and he unleashes 
his fury on multiple targets. Holding the attack button 
launches enemies into the air, where he can juggle them, 
extend the juggle longer (that old pause method strikes again), 
or slam them to the ground. 

Anakin also has six Force-oriented abilities at his disposal, 
giving him the power to pull an enemy close, jump higher, and 
even yank a group of baddies close for his lightsaber attacks. 
It's a versatile system that gives players an incentive to 
become skilled enough to chain attacks in new and interesting 
ways. If it seems like a little much, Murphy says they're taking 
steps to ensure that players won't be overwhelmed whey they 
unlock new abilities. Let's face it, though — anything is better 
than tapping a single button like a frenzied lab rat. 
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tar Wars: Episodes IV, V, and VI are 
sort of the crown jewels for people our 
age and game developers," says game 
director of the Twilight of the Republic 
playset, Jeff Gosztyla. Younger audi- 
ences might have been introduced to 
the franchise via Anakin, Ahsoka, and 
Darth Maul - characters that Gosztyla 
is working with in his playset but he has 
a point. For those of us who were teens 


before the new trilogy was a glimmer in 
George Lucas' eye, Star Wars is, and 
always will be, a story that's all about 
Luke Skywalker, Princess Leia, Han 
Solo, and, of course, Darth Vader. 

The trilogies are different animals, 
and not just because of their respec- 
tive casts. In the original trilogy, Luke 
was one of the few remaining Jedi, 
and we saw his rise to reclaim their 


position in the universe. The prequel 
trilogy focused on the Jedi order at its 
peak, and showed how its indifference 
to the rise of the Empire ended in disas- 
ter. There's a reason why Luke was so 
isolated, after all. 

More than three decades following its 
release, the original trilogy has been told 
and retold over countless video games. 
l've explored sandcrawlers in the old 


TOYS LUKE SKYWALKER (A) AND PRINCESS LEIA (B) (INCLUDED WITH THE PLAYSET), HAN SOLO (C), 
E CHEWBACCA (D), AND DARTH VADER (E) SOLD SEPARATELY. 


LEIA IS HANDY WITH A BLASTER, AND 
SHE TAKES ON ENEMIES WITH STYLE 
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SPACE BATTLES APPEAR WHEN 
. YOU'RE OFF-WORLD, IN BOTH STORY- 
BASED AND UNSCRIPTED BATTLES 


animations - every time it really is a 
unique experience. You can do stuff with 
the AT-AT that | don't think you've been 
able to do in any other Star Wars game." 

| see the results in action, as the team 
repeatedly takes one of the AT-ATs out. 
First, Luke uses a snowspeeder to get 
close, then disembarks. He uses his 
lightsaber to hack away at one leg's 
armor plating. It breaks, showing its 
toy-inspired innards, including brightly 
colored spinning gears. With the armor 
gone, Luke has a handhold to climb 
higher onto the vehicle. It’s tricky 
looking, since the legs are still pump- 
ing forward in its assault on the base. 
Eventually, Luke hangs from a railing, 
which exposes the AT-AT's batteries. 
The goal is simple: Take all of the batter- 
ies out, one at a time, and then press a 
button on the vehicle's back to make it 
explode and crumple to the ground. It's 
easier said than done, since snowtroop- 
ers descend from its belly after the 
second battery is removed, and the 
AT-AT stomps the ground and creates a 
powerful shockwave. 

The next time, Luke stays on the 
snowspeeder. He can use the speeder's 
blasters to whittle away at the legs, but 


TRADE FEDERATIONS 


obo has been working with Avalanche since the begin- 
ning of Disney Infinity. The studio built the Pirates of the 
Caribbean playset, which was bundled with 1.0, as well 
as 2.0's Guardians of the Galaxy playset. Gobo, which was founded 
by members of Black Rock Studio (Pure, Split/Second) after it shut 
its doors in 2011, has a history with vehicle-based games. That 
made them the perfect fit for the original Star Wars trilogy set, 
right? What seems obvious now wasn't always the case. 
"Originally, we were lined up to do the Clone Wars," says Paul 
Ayliffe, studio art director at Gobo. "From the off, it wasn't our 
gig. After a lot of discussion with Ninja Theory and the guys at 
Avalanche, what made more sense was to pair the playsets up to 
the studios and play to our individual strengths.” 
"If you haven't thought it through that much, in episodes 
IV, V, and VI, there are like three lightsaber fights in the whole 
thing," says senior VP and general manager of Disney Infinity at 


Avalanche Software John Blackburn. "There's like two dudes 
that are Jedi. Then in episodes one, two, and three, everybody 
is." Practically speaking, it didn't make much sense to have 

the combat experts at Ninja Theory working on a playset that 
features so little of it. That doesn't mean that it was as simple as 
trading seats. 

"It took about two to three weeks to decide and make the 
switch on the things," Blackburn says. “! have got to say, all of 
us grew up with [the original trilogy] and those are the ones that 
everyone is in love with. And every studio wanted it. | just have to 
commend how professional everybody was across the board to 
make the whole thing happen. It's one of those things where you 
hear about game developers being either egotistical or imma- 
ture or a prima donna or those types of things. Everybody was 
so great in terms of talking it through and working it out. | was 
amazed at how smooth it went. It was fantastic." 


we're taking it old-school. He fires his 
tow cable at the legs, and circles around 
the beast - pull the line too lightly, and 
it'll snap. If it's too loose, it'll disconnect. 
After several rotations, the AT-AT groans 
and falls forward. Like Callen said, the 
way it falls depends on where its feet 
were when it was toppled. 

The absolute best takedown came as 
a complete surprise. Once again, Luke 
boarded a snowspeeder, but he pulled 
it higher into the air instead of merely 
hovering. After landing the vehicle on 
the AT-AT's back, Luke jumped onto 


a button positioned near its neck. The 
pilot was comically ejected, and a panel 
opened - exposing the controls for the 
four-legged machine. Luke could then 
drive the machine around by stepping 
on the buttons to go forward, left, and 
right - and press another to make it fire 
its weapons. That was cool enough, but 
Gobo had to take it one step further. 
Luke hoisted the jumbo-sized controller 
above his head, jumped off the AT-AT, 
and then proceeded to control it from 
afar. In addition to being fun, it provided 
a safe way to finally observe how AT-ATs 


THESE SNOWTROOPERS WILL REGRET 
CRASHING HAN AND CHEWIE'S PARTY 
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are able to turn. 

| asked Callen where that inspiration 
came from, because it was such a clever 
idea. "We were quite frustrated because 
the camera angle wasn't very good, and 
we thought, "Wouldn't it be brilliant if we 
were looking at this from further away 
and looking at the AT-AT? It would be 
really cool and fun to do that.' 'Why 
don't we then? We could just make it 
a removable control.’ ‘Oh yeah.’ Maybe 
| can get back to you with a better and 
a cooler story. The truth is distressingly 
banal," he jokes. 
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y isney Infinity's Toy Box mode has been 


a diversion for some, a destination for 
others, and unexplored territory for 
people who simply want to play a story. 
It's part of what makes the franchise 
unique, so the studio is working to 
ensure it's fresh and enticing. 

Avalanche has come up with a 
variety of clever ways to encourage 
players to pop into the mode and check 
it out. Young players who just want 
to dink around are getting new toys 
designed to make that easier. Expert 
builders are getting sophisticated tools - 
including a path-creator for moving 
NPCs around - to make the most of 
their custom-built worlds. And those 
who are more interested in helping than 
hurting should be delighted with the 
introduction of a surprising new addi- 
tion to the mode: farming. 


A GENTLE NUDGE 

Infinity 1.0s Toy Box was fun, but in 
many ways it was a proof of concept. 
Just as Avalanche saw the long-term 
potential for the series overall, the mode 
wasn't considered finished at that point. 
The sequel added new tools to make 
building things easier for new players 
and people who like to play, but not nec- 
essarily create. Procedural-generation 
tools allowed them to quickly create 
intricate platforming sections, towering 
tree systems, and more. Fan feedback 
told the studio that they were on the 
right track. 

Lead artist Chad Liddell says they 
were caught off guard by what the 
actual user data showed them. Players 
were building cool stuff, but they weren't 
exploring the gameplay options the way 
the team had hoped. They'd spawn a 


few toys, mess around for a while, add 
a few vehicles, and then drive. Liddell 
says his kids do the same thing. They'll 
create a pen, bring in a few enemies, 
and then spend "forever" in makeshift 
arena combat. The team felt like players 
were missing out on a ton of great stuff, 
and they're working to make sure play- 
ers know what's available and possible 
in the Toy Box mode. 

One of the easiest ways to find inspi- 
ration is by looking at - and playing - 
what your peers have created. The El 
Capitan Theatre is the new destination 
for user-generated content. Avalanche 
found younger players enjoyed playing 
through these player-built levels and 
games, but not all of them browsed 
the menus to find them. Now, they 
can walk their character though the 
doors of the theater and see some of 


DISNEY INFINITY IS ADDING TO ITS RANKS WITH NEW TOY BOX CHARACTERS, TOO. 


N EW FAC ES MICKEY (A) AND MINNIE Mouse (B), MULAN (C), TRON'S QUORRA (D) AND IRON 


MAN'S HULKBUSTER ARMOR (E) wILL BE SOLD SEPARATELY. 


the. best. Posters line the interior, and 
they'll be regularly refreshed with the 
highest-rated user-generated content. 
Players can check out arcade games 
(and compete to get their own creations 
permanently added), and head through 
the theater doors to watch the latest 
weekly episode of Toy Box TV. 
Considering more than 16 million pieces 
of player-built content are out there to 
download, this should make it easier 
to discover the best and encourage 
people to keep digging. 

By the time Infinity's third iteration is 
out, players will have access to an over- 
whelming variety of toys, track pieces, 
townspeople, weapons, cars, and more. 
It’s nice to have such a deep well to 
draw from, but senior VP and general 
manager of Disney Infinity at Avalanche 
software John Blackburn says they've 
found most players find a handful of 
objects to play with, and stick to those. 
They're adding a new toy with the hope 
of changing that behavior, and giving 
a reason to break out of your Toy Box 
comfort zone. 

Blackburn says the team has been 
experimenting with a vending-machine 
toy as far back as Infinity 1.0. Originally, 
he says he asked for it because he 
wanted something fun to do while wait- 
ing for friends to join his games. The 
idea was simple: Press a button, and a 
random toy would spit out. Liddell took 
it home, and his kids loved it. 

Its now shaped like a gumball 
machine, with capsules visible under its 
glass globe, but it's functionally identical. 
“When | look at the youngest kids, even 
if they do build, they build very basic 
stuff," Blackburn says. "We're hoping 
that through doing this we're allow- 
ing them to go in and play in ways that 
they haven't experienced before." Every 
new Toy Box world starts off with one of 
these devices in it, so you have some- 
thing to work with right from the start. 

Infinity 3.0's opening tutorial world is 
designed to give players the skills and 
fundamental knowledge they'll need to 
transform their ideas to actual gameplay. 
When players drop into it, it's ghostly 


and colorless. As players perform tasks 
for mission givers, the colors fill in. Each 
mission giver and associated area are 
themed to a style of gameplay, such as 
combat, driving, platforming, etc. After 
all the missions are completed in an 
area, a portal opens up, providing extra 
challenges that include randomized ele- 
ments to encourage replay. This is also 
where you can experiment with the new 
farming element that 3.0's introducing. 


PLANTING THE SEED 

"This is something that felt right for the 
nurture player that some of the users 
weren't finding in Infinity 2.0," says 
Ed Knaap, senior game designer. "We 
thought that farming is a really great 
opportunity to play to those players." 
No, he's not talking about repeatedly 
defeating toys for sparks, the Toy Box's 
currency. This is farming farming. You 
know, hoes, planting, and all of that. 

Anakin runs into the portal, which is 
filled with rows of freshly tilled plots. His 
son may have been a moisture farmer, 
but dad's about to show he knows 
a thing or two about harvesting. You 
can tend to your crops manually, but 
it's more efficient with a crew of part- 
ners. Stitch is a bit of a wild card in 
the movies, but he's a total pro when it 
comes to helping. The diminutive side- 
kick - from a system introduced in 2.0 - 
bounces behind Anakin. 

Players can put different gear on 
their sidekicks, which have their own 
properties. Thor's hammer gives side- 
kicks the power to fight alongside the 
player. Give one of the seven dwarves' 
pickaxes, and they start building a little 
village for you. We don't need a village 
right now, so Anakin gives Stitch a hoe, 
and we're off. A new option appears: 
"work plot." Select that, and your 
sidekick walks around the soil and 
plants seeds. What comes out is 
random at first. You might get a flower 
or a weed, but we're in it for the food. 
After successfully harvesting one of the 
20 types, you receive a seed satchel 
that can be used to direct your pals to 
plant specific crops. 


SEE YA LATER, 
BLIND BAGS 


we're not all so lucky. Disney is leaving behind the blind-bagged power 

discs in favor of themed packs. You won't have to hope for the best when 
you buy the discs, which add new weapons, vehicles, themes, and more to your 
Toy Box. Now, you can simply look at the blister packs and decide whether you 
need more Star Wars, Disney, or whatever in your life. 


| uke Skywalker could use the Force to see things while blindfolded, but 
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LORD VADER CAN'T RESIST THE CHANCE 
TO EAT A HOT DOG. THE VENDORS IN 
THE DEATH STAR ARE SUB-PAR AT BEST 
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YOU CAN TAKE PODRACERS AND SPEEDER- 
BIKES OUT FOR A SPIN IN THE SPEEDWAY, 
BUT ALL OTHER VEHICLES WORK AS WELL 


cover story 47 


Crops include mundane varieties such 
as tomatoes and corn, but things quickly 
go to crazytown. "As you play you earn 
the ability to grow more fantastic plants - 
things like pizza plants, cotton candy, or 
honey plants," Knapp says. "Then they 
move into IP-based stuff, like you'll have 
a Mickey Pop or Pumba's giant grubs." 
Each plant takes a different length of 
time to mature, the idea being players 
will drop in, harvest crops and plant new 
ones, and then move on to something 
else for a while. "The anticipation of what 
are we going to see next is part of the 
fun of it," Knapp adds. 

What's the point of all this? Each side- 
kick has his or her own stats, which 
determines health, special-move fre- 
quency, and the speed that each can 
build and find hidden items. Players feed 
them to raise these abilities through food 
they find in playsets and other places or 
by - here it comes - farming. Each side- 
kick has his or her own favorite foods, 
so farming's where you go when you're 
looking for a reliable way to guide your 
buddy's progress. 

Blackburn says the studio plans to 
add depth to existing systems as they're 
doing with combat in 3.0. "This is one 
where we're starting to add a little more 
breadth," he says. "We're not expecting 
everybody to want to go out and play this 
type of game, but this is the beginning of 
a much larger nurturing system, where 
we're going to have characters with jobs. 


THE VILLAIN TAKEOVER MODE IS SIMILAR TO INFINITY 
2.0's ESCAPE FROM THE KYLN GAME, BUT IT'S BEEN 
TUNED TO BETTER FEEL LIKE A DUNGEON CRAWLER 
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You can see in the future maybe 
we're getting into something 
that looks a little bit more like 
Animal Crossing. Those kinds of 
playsets will be a lot easier for 
us to do, because we've gone 
ahead and built a new system 
for all of these things." 


GAMES ON 

Disney Infinity 2.0 introduced 

the concept of Toy Box games - 

arcade-like experiences that 

riffed on familiar genres. 

Assault on Asgard was based 

on tower-defense gameplay, 

where players had to keep 

waves of advancing frost giants 

from taking control of Asgard. 

Escape from the Kyln was a 

dungeon-crawler, which recre- 

ated the prison break from Guardians 

of the Galaxy. They were fun diversions, 

but they felt primitive compared to the 

playsets. Avalanche has reexamined the 

Toy Box games for 3.0, and they're being 

taken more seriously this time around. 
"We just didn't feel like we hit the mark 

qualitatively," Blackburn says. "When we 

were starting development of those, we 

underestimated how much you needed 

to change the mechanics to tune them 

for those games." One striking example 

was Escape from the Kyln: "We still left 

the same amount of damage, and you, 

as a player, your reactions were the 


ÎN VILLAIN TAKEOVER, PLAYERS FACE EVILDO- 
ERS FROM A VARIETY OF DIFFERENT WORLDS TO 
RETRIEVE THE INFINITY WAND FROM SYNDROME 


same." That meant that players were 
often surrounded by enemies, and spent 
too much time on the ground recovering 
from attacks. 

There's a reason for that, too. "Last 
year, we said we wanted people to be 
able to build the exact same game that 
we did," Blackburn says. "We didn't use 
any of our developer tools, we only used 
the tools that were available to you in the 
Toy Box. That also provided a substan- 
dard experience, because we couldn't 
do all the fun things that people expect 
from a customized gameplay experi- 
ence." Players will be able to recreate 

the essence of the new pair of Toy 
Box games, each sold separately, 
but each one features developer- 
only tweaks to make sure they feel 
as polished as possible. 


SIDEKICKS, ACTIVATE! 

Villain Takeover is where players 
can see the results of all their side- 
kick upgrades. Your little buddy will 
follow you around on your adven- 
ture, keeping your health topped off 
and joining in the fray. It's designed 
to be a more refined version of 
Escape from the Kyln, and the 
damage models and knockbacks 
have been retuned to be close to 
standard bearers like Diablo. 

It all starts when Syndrome, 
the baddie from The Incredibles, 
steals the tool players use to 
build in the Toy Box - the Infinity 
wand. He builds a world filled 
with themed areas, such as Star 


Wars' imperial station, an island from 
Pirates of the Caribbean, a Marvel 
version of Manhattan, a set based 
on the old west, and Syndrome's 
volcanic lair. There's also a place 
called the Hero Destroyer, which is a 
randomly generated mashup within a 
mashup, where themes change on the 
fly and bosses from a variety of fran- 
chises pop in. 

Beating missions (handed out by The 
Sword in the Stone's Merlin) unlocks 
items for your Toy Box, as well as 15 
new sidekicks. Some of the toys include 
what Avalanche calls setpieces, which 
are larger, interactive toys. They include 
a functional trash compacter from Star 
Wars, Syndrome's volcano, and a toy 
bank that users can lock with their 
own combination. 


START YOUR ENGINES 

The Toy Box Speedway is a kart-racing 
collaboration between Avalanche and 
sumo Digital. Sumo has developed 
a variety of racing games over the 
years, including F1 sims and the Sonic 
& Sega All-Stars racing series. That 
made them a great fit for this ambitious 
Toy Box game. 

"[VP of production for Disney Infinity 
at Disney Interactive John Vignocchi] 
spoke to us about how much of a fan of 
Sonic and Sega All-Stars Racing he was, 
and the next one, Transformed," says 
Sean Millard creative director at Sumo. 
"| now know he was trying to hatch plans 
for Infinity and how we could do some- 
thing car-based from that. It wasn't just 


Toy Box, but it was potentially. going to 
be a playset. As talks went on, it turned 
into a project with a wider scope.” 

“They just beat us out for Family 
Game of the Year at D.I.C.E. with 
LittleBigPlanet 3," Vignocchi says. "In a 
very Disney-like way, you now work for 
us," he adds, laughing. 

Millard says he was a fan of Disney 
Infinity from the start, but he wasn't 
especially impressed with the series' 
driving controls. "| thought they were 
okay, but | felt like they could have 
been improved," he says. "It never did 
quite feel as tight as it could have 
been. We could see with a little bit of 
handling tweaking on this end, we 
could end up with something that's 
supremely playable. And that's the first 
thing we did." 

The game is divided into three cups, 
which feature three tracks and different 
engine classes. Battle races and time 
trials are available if you're not up to a 
traditional race - and a skate-park for 
vehicles if you just want to go nuts. 

One track is a race around Mos Eisley, 
including jumps over Aeturn of the 
Jedi's famed sarlacc pit and TIE fight- 
ers swarming overhead. Sumo is telling 
what they call track stories, where new 
things occur after each of the three laps. 
In the Mos Eisley track, the Millennium 
Falcon starts off docked. The next time 
you see it Han Solo's ride is in the pro- 
cess of taking off - finally zooming past 
in a low flyby in the final lap. Similarly, 
the Frozen track gets increasingly clut- 
tered by snowdrifts, and Elsa's pal, the 


ice golem Marshmallow, gets more 
unhinged with every lap. 

Naturally, the weapons keep things 
interesting. They include the missiles 
and mine-like drops you'd expect, as 
well as one particularly funny one that 
transforms rivals' vehicles into Goofy's 
decrepit jalopy - complete with ban- 
dages on the radiator and patches on 
the tires. If you're unlucky enough to be 
on the receiving end you'll need to be 
careful, since one bump from another 
vehicle causes your downgraded ride to 
fall apart in a pile of junk. 

You can bring any of your favorite 
vehicles from the past games, and there 
is a new batch of seriously weird ones 
to pick, too. Ever want to spin yourself 
to first place in a teacup, or cross the 
finish line in a log flume? You can do just 
that, and you don't have to worry about 
your favorites being underpowered; all 
vehicles have the same stats. 

“We had a kid in a playtest who was 
the ultimate Spider-Man fan,” says lead 
designer Mike Snow. "I would hate for 
that kid to have to race something else 
other than Spider-Man’s buggy, with 
Spider-Man in it." 

The updates and additions to the Toy 
Box are demonstrative of the overall 
polish that Avalanche is giving the series 
with Disney Infinity 3.0. Blackburn says 
the launch phase of the series is effec- 
tively over with this installment, and it's 
time to hone in on what works, retool 
elements that weren't up to snuff, and 
add in a few surprises along the way. 

Star Wars alone is probably enough 


THE PLAYSETS 


Disney Infinity 3.0 launches this fall on PS4, Xbox One, PS3, Xbox 360, Wii U, PC 
and iOS. Here are the five playsets that are coming over the next year. 


TWILIGHT OF THE REPUBLIC 

This is the pack-in playset if you pick Disney Infinity 3.0 at the store. 
It's set after Star Wars: Attack of the Clones, and it includes well-known 
characters including Anakin and Ahsoka - who just so happen to be 
bundled in there, too. If you're looking to see the improvements Ninja 
Theory has made to combat, this is a great place to start. 


RISE AGAINST THE EMPIRE 

This one's for old-school Star Wars devotees. Luke and Leia figures are 
included in this playset, which loosely follows the storyline of the origi- 
nal trilogy. While there's plenty of combat, you can expect to spend time 
exploring open worlds, piloting a wide array of vehicles, and expanding 


towns and bases. 


STAR WARS: EPISODE VII — THE FORCE AWAKENS 

There's more Star Wars on the way, in a playset based on The Force 
Awakens. We don't know whether it's an adaptation of the film or some- 
thing else. Heck, Avalanche isn't even saying who's working on it. We do 
know that it's coming out before the end of the year. 


INSIDE OUT 


Avalanche has been working with Pixar for a long time, so it only makes 
sense that they'd jump on this playset. It's based on the upcoming film, 
where we see the individual emotions in a girl's life personified. We 
can't say much more, other than it's a 3D platformer. 


TRON'S SAM AND QUORRA GO ON 
AM ADVENTURE, WITH PERPETUAL 
HANGER-ON DONALD DUCK 
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to get players on board with 3.0, but 
Avalanche isn't just putting out a few 
playsets and calling it a day. Infinity truly 
is becoming a place for Disney fans to 
gather and create memories, whether 
it's Disney, Pixar, Marvel, or Star Wars 
that draws them in. It's fun to think of a 
new generation of fans growing up play- 
ing their favorite moments from movies, 


UNNAMED MARVEL PLAYSET 

We don't have many details about this playset at the moment, other 
than the fact that United Front (Sleeping Dogs, LittleBigPlanet Karting) is 
developing the project. We don't know if it's based on the new Avengers 
movie or events from the comics. 


while also having the ability to see what 
happens when Hulk bonks Yoda in the 
head with a flamingo/croquet mallet. $ 


Visit gameinformer.comvinfinity all month lang for 
exclusive features including a mini-doc on how 
Infinity's figures are created, a detailed look at the 
game-changing Toy Box tools, a preview of another 
playset, and more 
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DICE 
TARGETS 
THE 

CLASSIC 
TRILOGY 
FOR 
THE RETURN 


STAR WARS 
NOTPEFRONT 


A NEW 
HOPE 


FOR 
MULTI- 
PLAYER 


BY ANDREW REINER 


If you take a close look at the » PLATFORM 
- : PlayStation 4 
run-down ships and droids on — - 
Tatooine, don t be surprised if you Lo d Player Shooter 
see the remnants of Star Wars " PUBLISHER 
Battlefront lll wedged within " DEVELOPER 
the rusted wreckage. Although » RELEASE 


LucasArts had grand ambitions 
to keep this series running, all of 
its attempts ended disastrously, 
with the game getting canceled 
and development studios 
shuttering their doors. [he odds 
of this series coming back ina 
meaningful way seemed unlikely. 
Enter Disney. 


feature 51 


52 


fter purchasing LucasFilm 
and all of its assets on 
October 30, 2012, Disney 
immediately detailed 
plans for Star Wars to 
come back to theaters, 
games, books, and toys in a bigger way than 
ever. This includes a new film every year, and 
a partnership with Electronic Arts to release 
triple-A games. 
Oddly, rather than creating a new vision 
for what Star Wars could be without George 
Lucas at the helm, Disney and Electronic Arts 
chose to rummage through the junkyards of 
Star Wars' past for its new experiences. In an 
attempt to capture the essence of the classic 
trilogy movies, director J.J. Abrams is using as 
many practical effects and sets as he can for 


The Force Awakens. Developer DICE dusted 
off many of the props from the classic films 
for inclusion in its revival of the Battlefront 
video game series. 

This new Battlefront is firmly rooted 30 
years in the past, bringing back the classic 
battles, ships, and locations from A New 
Hope, The Empire Strikes Back, and Return 
of the Jedi. DICE's intent is to bring the magic 
from those films to games with the same 
scale and visual fidelity. 

Targeting a November 17 release date for 
PlayStation 4, Xbox One, and PC, DICE gave 
us a short seven-minute tease of what we 
can expect from this project. In our demo, we 
traveled to the Battle of Endor to recount a 
pivotal moment in the war between the Rebel 
Alliance and Galactic Empire. 


Walker Assault is the only game mode DICE .,4* 
announced. It supports up to 40 players 


Vehicle warfare is a large part of Battlefront. 
Although there are no space arenas, aerial 
doghghting takes place over planet surfaces 


RETURNING TO 
THE FOREST 


All is quiet on Endor's moon, but the Hebel 
Alliance troops patrolling the forest floor don't 
anticipate it will remain this way for long. They 
are alert, fingers on triggers, heads swiveling 
frantically, waiting for the Empire to emerge 
from the thick foliage. The trees stretch high 
into the air, their canopy blocking out most of 
the mid-day sunlight, and knee-high plants 
give the nerves no reprieve as they sway 
gently in the breeze. 

The demo is seen through the eyes of one 
of the Rebellion's foot soldiers. He's human, 
decked out in green attire, and his loudout 
consists of a laser rifle, thermal detonators, 
and a spherical energy shield that appears to 
be similar in design to those used by the Irade 
Federation droidekas. The soldier studies his 
surroundings intimately, checking most vectors — 
high and low - for Imperial movement. 

An explosion deeper in the forest puts him 
and his crew in motion. One of his squad mates 
yells "speeders," which are on top of them as 
soon as he makes the announcement. The 
speeders roar through the plants and off into 
the distance in a heartbeat. From this moment 
on, the action doesn't stop. 

Shots are fired through the treeline toward the 
rebel troopers, and a squadron of stormtroopers 
pours out of the woods. Our trooper opens fire, 
downing several stormtroopers on a hillside. 
Fach kill brings up "killstreak" experience points 
on the HUD, immediately connecting this game 
to DICE's other juggernaut franchise, Battlefield. 

The laser blast from the rebel trooper's rifle 
packs a punch, delivering a brief puff of smoke 
on the target's torso before the body collapses 
to the ground. Laser fire rips overhead with 
the familiar flash seen in the original trilogy 
movies. The Rebel Alliance makes quick work 
of the stormtrooper onslaught, and steadily 
moves forward across Endor's gorgeously 
realized terrain. 

The density of the trees and the sloping 
landscape they occupy make sight lines 
difficult, and add intensity to the conflict. 

The Imperial attacks appear to be uncoordi- 
nated, with stormtroopers emerging from 
the brush with no support, and others in 
small squadrons of four to five soldiers. 


The Rebel Alliance, on the other hand, is fully 
coordinated, working together as a team 
(which all appear to be human-controlled in 
the demo). 

One rebel soldier verbally alerts the squad of 
the first legitimate threat - an AT-ST lumbering 
awkwardly through the woods. The AT-ST is 
heavily armored, and our rebel trooper's laser 
fire doesn't appear to faze it (or the red health 
meter that appears below its name). The soldier 
audio is generated dynamically, and is not the 
chatter of the players. 

The rebels spread out and open fire on the 
heavy unit, but again, their standard weapons 
can't do much. Just when it seems like retreat 
or a thermal detonator toss may be in order, 
the AT-ST explodes, its metal frame soaring 
through the forest, flames eating away at 
what's left of the still-standing legs. Ewoks 
can be heard celebrating, but they don't make 
an appearance in the demo. A rebel trooper 
landed a rocket blast on the AT-ST and it 
appears it only takes one hit to down it. 

The Ewok's elaborate village is seen briefly, 
high up by the tree canopy. An Imperial 


THE WORLDS 


Baltlefront offers five 
worlds: Hoth, Tatooine, 
Sullust, Jakku, and Endor. 
bach of these locations 
offers a wide variety of 
maps of varying sizes that 
will be used for a multitude 
of modes. And you wont 
just see the iconic battles 
on these planets. “We're 
going to take you places 
you ve never been before, 
says DICE design director 
Nicklaus Fegraeus. 


trooper uses one of the Ewok's bridges as a 
vantage point, but our trooper, who is now 
wielding a sniper rifle, takes him out with one 
nicely placed shot. The rifle spits out a green 
spherical blast. 

The rebels push the fight further into the 
forest, where our soldier locates a rocket 
launcher of his own near a log. The rocket 
launcher is represented as a blue glowing 
icon, one of many power-ups that players can 
stumble upon in the environment. 

Ascending a hill, we see a battle in a ravine 
30 feet below, with rebel troopers in shields 
(just like the droideka's) making short work 
of Imperial ground troops. The Imperial laser 
blasts ripple helplessly against the glowing, 
blue energy bubbles. 

Further into the forest, our trooper spies an 
AT-AT a good 200 feet away. His squad is quick 
to sound off on the trouble they are racing 
towards. Again, laser blasts don't do much 
against this heavily armored vehicle, which 
oddly was not a part of the battle in Return of 
the Jedi, yet was clearly seen patrolling the 
radar dish prior to the fight. 


THE MODES 


The Battlefront demo 
we saw was a 40)-player 
multiplayer mode called 
Walker Assault. This is the 
highest player count in the 
game. The smallest modes 
support up to eight players. 
DICE wasn't willing to 
reveal any of the other 
modes at this time, bul 
did say it is thinking just 
as much about the offline 
community as it is online. 

The single-player 
component of the game is 
called Battlefront Missions, 
and while few details were 
given, it sounds like it will 
be the same battles from the 
multiplayer experience with 
different missions layered 
in. If vou have a friend al 
your house, you can play 
cooperatively through split- 
screen, a feature we didnt 
expect to see. 

DICE also wants to keep 
a tight-knit link between 
friends for online play. 
Two players who want to 
team up online can tap into 
a Partner feature, which 
allows them to share gear 
(an experienced player can 
bestow a newcomer with a 
high-tech loadout during 
their play session), spawn 
at their teammate s location 
after death, and be on the 
battlefield together as much 
as possible. 


feature 53 


PLAY AS ICONIC 
STAR WARS 
CHARACTERS 


Holding true to the Star 
Wars Battlefront games 
of yesteryear, players can 
suit up as villains and 
heroes from the original 
trilogy. DICE hasn't 
revealed who all of these 
characters are yet, but did 
say Darth Vader and Boba 
Fett are two of them. We 
can only speculate that 
the alternatives for these 
characters from the Rebel 
Alliance will be Luke 
Skywalker and Han Solo. 

These characters are 
playable in multiplayer, 
and are unlocked through 
power-ups scattered 
across the maps. DICE 
design director Nicklaus 
Fegraeus says these 
encounters play out like 
boss battles, pushing the 
opposing teams to come 
together to defeat these 
formidable foes. The 
power-up system also gives 
players control of vehicles 
like the AT-AT in Walker 
Assault. A lower-end 
power-up awards shields 
and weapons. On Twitter, 
Fegraeus said, "our heroes 
will enter [the game] 
differently depending on 
mode. We wouldn't be 
surprised if this comment 
points toward a boss 
rush-like mode. 

| asked Sigurlina 
Ingvarsdottir, DICE s 
senior producer of Star 
Wars Battlefront if 
characters like Vader could 
be played from first- or 
third-person, but she just 
erinned and said, “This 
is something we will go 
deeper into at a later time. 
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Perhaps we're seeing what happened to 
it here. Our rebel trooper dashes off to the 
walker's left, where a conveniently placed 
uplink station awaits. The walker is facing him, 
but our trooper stands his ground, and the 
player controlling him holds down a button on 
the controller to establish a connection with 
a satellite network. The process takes a good 
five to seven seconds - plenty of time for the 
walker to get off a shot, but it doesn't send 
any fire his way. 

When the uplink is established, our rebel 
trooper orders a bomber strike. Rather than 
running away to safety, the rebel soldier 
sprints to the left side of the walker, and then 
through its legs. As he cuts beneath it, the 
walker takes a step forward, its giant feet 
inches away from achieving a quick kill. 

The scale of the walker is impressive, every 
bit as looming as it is when Luke bravely runs 
beneath one in The Empire Strikes Back. The 


sound of the walker's joints is identical to that 
of the film. 

Seconds after the rebel trooper is clear of 
the walker, he looks up to see two or three 
Y-Wings zip by overhead, delivering a direct hit 
to the walker, which explodes immediately. The 
detonation is noisy and dangerous, sending 
huge chunks of metal hurling toward our solider 
and others nearby. The AT-AT stands its ground 
for a few seconds while on fire, then its front 
two legs buckle, sending its head and the rest 
of the body to the ground. 

At this point, the viewpoint changes from first- 
person to third, something players can freely 
do at any time during gameplay. The character 
model is nicely animated, his head apparently 
tracking potential enemy movement. 

This AT-AT wasn't the end of the fight — it was 
just the last line of defense between the rebels 
and an Imperial bunker. Rebel troopers pour 
into this diminutive interior space haphazardly. 


Not all of the rebel troopers in the Battle of Endor are human, implying 
perhaps that players can pick their race from the outset of play 
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The bunker is every bit as beautifully detailed 
as the forest, complete with a mouse droid 
scurrying in a panic on the floor. 

The troopers rush around a corner to a 
crossing where a teammate is grabbed by an 
invisible hand, picked up off of the ground, 
and tossed into metal piping, his body 
slumping over dead. Before our soldier turns 
his head, we hear a familiar breath. A slow 
turn to the right reveals Darth Vader. His saber 
glows dangerously red, and he’s just 10 feet 
away, looking menacing and ready to win this 
war by himself. Our soldier fires off a few laser 
shots, but Vader blocks them with ease. As 
Vader confidently moves closer, he raises his 
saber and the screen fades to black. 

The demo was heavily scripted and was 
not played live in front of us, but was an 
impressive first showing. For two years, 

DICE has stressed the desire to create an 
authentic Star Wars experience, and that’s 
exactly what it delivered. It had the look of 
an original trilogy battle. 


THE EARLY VERDICT 


The gunplay is immediately recognizable 
as Battlefield - quick, powerful, and heavily 
focused on team play. The gameplay flow, 
however, almost looked like a scripted, linear, 
single-player level. We'll have to see how it 
holds up when people take off in different 
directions through the forest. The demo 
covered plenty of real estate on Endor, but 
it was difficult to make out how big the map 
actually was. The pacing appears to hold true 
to the Battlefront games of old, especially 
in the “boss” encounters against an AT-ST, 
AT-AT, and Darth Vader. 

| walked away from the demo wanting to get 
my hands on it. This was an impressive first 
look for a series | honestly never thought would 
come back. 


Watch Star Wars Battlefront's debut trailer at gameinformer.com 


DEPLOYING DICE'S 
NEW TECHNOLOGY 


To make sure Battlefront 
captures the essence of 
the original trilogy, DICE 
spent a significant amount 
of time in LucasFilm’s 
archives photographing 
props. The developers 
used a proprietary 
photogrammetry system Lo 
bring the actual costumes 
and models to life in the 
game world. Some of the 
props itegrated into the 
game include Boba Fett's 
mask, Darth Vader s entire 
costume, and an X-Wing. 
DICE showed off a few 
models from the game, 
too, including storm- 
troopers, Han Solo, and 
Admiral Akbar. 

DICE has always excelled 
with audio in the Battlefield 
series, and it would appear 
Battlefront is setting another 
benchmark for the developer. 
The developer is using Dolby 
Atmos to make the wars 
dynamic and thunderous 
for surround sound setups. 
Dolby Atmos was first used in 
Pixar's film Brave, and allows 
for up to 128 audio tracks to 
place sound precisely where 
it should be in relation to 
the player. 
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DICE is shooting to lock in Battlefront at 60 frames-per-second 


FLY AN X-WING... 
JUST NOT IN SPACE 


DICE vision for Star Wars 
Battlefront doesn t expand 
to space, but that doesn't 
mean X-Wings, TIE Fighters, 
and the iconic ships from 
the classic trilogy will only 
be seen flying overhead. 
DICE has ambitious plans 
lor these epic wars; they 
take place in the skies over 
the planet surfaces, which 
are not just filled with 
clouds, but Star Destroyers 
and other sizeable ships 
that have entered the 
atmosphere. We don't know 
if the Star Destroyers are 
controllable, but we were 
told they will be targets in 
certain missions. 


THE FORCE 
AWAKENS 


Since Battlefront is shipping 
a month before Star Wars: 
The Force Awakens hits 
theaters, we wont see any 
of the wars from the film 

in the game at launch. That 
doesn t mean you won t 

see its locations. DICE 

is working closely with 
LucasFilm and Disney to 
bring the Battle of Jakku 

to Battlefront as free DLC 
on December 8. If you pre- 
order, vou get the DLC a 
week early on December 1. 
Jakku is the desert planel 
seen in both trailers. It's 
known as a junkyard planet. 
Interestingly, the first shot 
of Jakku in the new movie 
trailer has ties to the game. 
“You see that crashed Star 
Destroyer and want to 
know what happened to it,” 
says DICE senior producer 
Sigurlina Ingvarsdottir. 
“The only way you find that 
out is by playing the DLC.” 
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A LOOK AT WHAT'S NEXT FROM THE VIRTUAL 
PINBALL PROS AT ZEN STUDIOS 


by Jeff Marchiafava 


ew indie developers are more prolific than Zen Studios. 

What started as a four-man team making the long- 

forgotten Flipper Critters for the Nintendo DS has 
grown into a 75-person development studio whose acclaimed 
brand of digital pinball now defines the niche genre and 
touches virtually every modern gaming platform. 

Despite the continued hurdle of getting its software 
library up and running on new systems like the Xbox One, 
len still released a number of quality tables last year, 
including its final Star Wars pack, one-off tables based on 


Marvel's Guardians of the Galaxy, Venom, and Deadpool, and 
other offerings like South Park Pinball, The Walking Dead, 
and Super League Football. 

len shows no signs of slowing down this year with new 
collaborations, the continuation of some old partnerships, 
and more original tables on the way. We sat down with Zen 
to discuss what the future holds for Pinball FX 2 and Zen 
Pinball 2 fans and to go hands-on with its latest batch of 
tables, the most surprising of which turns Portal's sterile 
test chambers into a pinball paradise. 


THINKING WITH PORTALS 
Zen's licensed tables have covered a lot of ground over 
the years, but few IPs are as perfectly suited to pinball 
as Valve's mind-bending puzzle series. Charming 
callbacks to the franchise permeate every detail of 

the table, which is styled after Aperture Science's run- 
down testing facility. A glowing incinerator lies below 
the flippers ready to dispatch errant balls, targets 
sport the red circular buttons of Portal's floor plates, 
and a pair of rotatable Pivot Cubes sit on top of the 
slingshots, which can be used to redirect a laser that 
activates various side modes. For an added sense of 
pressure, GLaDOS hangs ominously in the back- 
ground and is the perfect narrator for a pinball table, 
serving up wry quips about your performance, such 
as, "If at first you don't succeed, fail five more times," 
and "How can you fail at this? It isn't even a test." 


The table features a multitude of interconnected ramps, 


lanes, and cross ramps, as well as a mini-playfield styled 
after Ratman's den. The main modes take advantage of 
the solid flow of the table; each mission is presented as 
a different test chamber, and requires making a series 

of successive shots to move Chell around obstacles 

and through portals on the peripheries of the table. Your 
ball also periodically gets in on the dimension-hopping 
action, instantly warping from the lower playfield to the 
upper ramps when the portal is activated. 
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Atlas and P-body make cameo appearances, 
naturally starring in a Cooperative Testing multiball 
mode. However, the best option for scoring is the 
Personality Core multiball; hitting three intricate ramp 
combos allows you to lock your ball, converting it into 
Wheatley or his other spherical companions. Loading 
up three of them activates the mode, allowing you to 
knock the goofy A.I. spheres around the table for huge 
bonuses and jackpots. 

Completing all six test chambers activates wizard 
mode, which pits you against GLaDOS herself. The 


multistage mode requires you to deactivate the A.l. 
mastermind's neurotoxin vents, blow up a handful of 
automated turrets, and convert your balls into bomb 
cores before attacking her directly. You can make the 
showdown easier by replacing the turrets with defective 
ones in yet another side mode on the mini-playfield. 

Portal Pinball is the hardest of the three new tables, 
but as with the puzzle series, we can't wait for more of 
GLaDOS' humorous punishment. Zen expects to have 
the table out for Pinball FX 2 and Zen Pinball 2 in late 
May or early June. 
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HE AVENGERS (RE)ASSEMBLE 
Marvel's Avengers: Age of Ultron is Zen's second table 
based on the superhero squad, and this time around the 
iconic cast isn't relegated to different ball skins. Each 
mode in Age of Ultron is centered on a different char- 
acter, and is activated by shooting the corresponding 
hero's ramp or lane multiple times, instead of locking the 
ball into a central hole like on most tables. 

Besieged mode entails rescuing civilians as Captain 
America by shooting the flashing lanes and then escorting 
them to safety via the Avengers Tower cross ramp. Science 
Bros requires Iron Man to pacify an out-of-control Hulk by 


lighting up lanes in a two-ball multiball mode. Hawk's Nest 
is the most nontraditional mode of the table; activating 

it switches the camera to a first-person perspective and 
requires shooting down flying Ultron sentries as the eagle- 
eyed hero by aiming the laser sight with the flippers arıd 
shooting with the launch button. The table also includes 
a number of other unique features, such as an optional 
multiball prelude in which Tony Stark finishes the creation of 
Ultron, and an adjustable difficulty that affects timers, the 
pitch of the table, and how many points you'll be earning. 
A variety of humy-up modes offer game-long bonuses such 
as increased time limits and larger skill-shot bonuses. 


Age of Ultron is a fast table (even on easy difficulty), 
and a crisscross of twisting lanes above the left flipper 
can make it hard to tell where the ball is going to come 
out. The cross-ramp shot to Avengers Tower is particu- 
larly tricky, as the ramp is open on both sides, causing 
the ball to fall off to the lower table if you mistime it. The 
table's kickbacks also only stay active for a limited time, 
but the shallow outlanes make death saves possible with 
a lucky nudge. Don't expect to rack up massive scores 
on Age of Ultron without working hard for them. The table 
should be available on all of Zen's pinball platforms by 
the time you read this. 


Models of the Avengers play out the action 
around the table as you make the required shots 
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BEYOND THE SILVER BALL 


a variety of 
upcoming tables, the developer is also ramping 
up on a new, non-pinball project. Vice presi- 
dent of publishing Mel Kirk wouldn't share many 
details, but says that the new game will stay 
true to what the company is known for. "Physics 
are obviously a huge strength for our design, 
and both Pinball and CastleStorm have been 
built with great physics at the core," Kirk 
says. "Our future projects will likely build 
off of this strength and knowledge, while our 
business model will remain player-friendly; our 
commitment to providing long-term value will be 
as strong as ever." 
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TO THE GALAXY FAR, FAR AWAY 

Zen finished up its 10-table Star Wars deal with 
casfilm early last year, neither company required 

a Jedi mind trick to convince them to continue the 
partnership. The first product of their renewed collabora- 
tion focuses on Star Wars Rebels, the follow-up to the 
animated Clone Wars television series. 

Star Wars Rebels revolves around the young crew of 
the Rebel Alliance starship Ghost. Each of the table's 
modes is based on the exploits of an individual crew- 
mate, from Ezra helping Kanan escape a Stormtrooper 
with his energy slingshot to Sabine detonating a volley of 
explosive graffiti bombs to stick it to the Empire. C1-10P. 
aka "Chopper," shakes things up with an Arkanoid-like 
mode where you use the grumpy astromech to bounce 
the ball around a mini playfield. The table culminates 
with a final showdown against the Inquisitor in a two- 
part, untimed wizard mode. 

The canonized animated series is aimed at a younger 
audience, and so is the table, featuring more forgiv- 
ing ramps and cross shots, and longer pauses before 
trapped balls are dropped back into play when activating 
a mode. You also don't have to successfully complete 
missions to have them count toward the wizard mode, 
just survive them. While these features make Rebels the 
easiest of the three new tables, they don't make it any 
less fun. Star Wars Rebels should also be out by the time 
you read this. 


EEPS ON ROLLING 

ree new tables we played are just the beginning 
what Zen has planned for pinball fans. Zen vice 
president of publishing Mel Kirk confirmed that more 
Marvel tables are on the way, as well as more Star Wars 
tables. Kirk wouldn't comment on whether fans can 
expect anything based on Episode VII, but it seems like 
a pretty safe bet. Kirk says that Zen will be announc- 
ing other new partnerships soon, some of which will 
release in 2015. 

In terms of original content, Kirk says two more tables 
are following Zen's recently released Iron & Steel pack. 
One is heavily inspired by Greek mythology, and the 
other sports a theme-park motif. 

Zen is also moving forward on the next iteration of | 
its underlying pinball software. On previous platforms, > | i c 


Zen's offerings have been split between its Pinball FX | QW -. [i T» Ly P 1 a 
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the next major release. "We're looking into ways to T Does - 
further unite and consolidate our brands under one | A .  * Old-school stormtroopers show up at 
moniker," Kirk says. "Our fan base is hugely important 4: > vê several points, including these cardboard 
to us, so we'd love to find a way to get them all on the P Nu S |" cutouts that you'll bat down with the ball 


same playing field.” 

The new game will also ratchet up your already-heat- 
ed rivalries. “We are really focusing on the social side 
of things for the next iteration,” Kirk says. “Pinball can 
be a very solo-driven experience when you're at home 
playing in front of the TV. Pinball FX 2 took great strides 
toward creating a community for our players by way 
of in-game notifications and better leaderboards, but 
these days that just doesn't cut it. Competition-level 
play and eSports are a big interest for us, and allowing 
players to become a part of pinball leagues would be 
really cool - and giving them the tools to create their 
own tournaments." 

While Kirk says Zen still doesn't know when the new 
game will release, one thing is for sure: Barring any 
technical or licensing limitations, your old tables will 
carry over into the new client. "People think of their 
game libraries as a collection," Kirk says. "It's tough to 
leave something behind and start all over, and we think 
this way as well...! think people who have been familiar 
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with our games for a while would know that if we Paves- — = 
the ability to allow previous purchases to be carried) à le c. Cû 
over then we absolutely will allow for that. Thatkndof |— 1A, a - Like other tables, models of characters 
loyalty to its consumers may be a rarity nowadays, but 

for Zen it's second nature - and an underlying tenet of 
the developer's continued success. €? 


will show up on the table at various 
point to augment the pinball action 
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Skating is about evolution and adapta- 
tion. A trick is built upon and takes new 
forms. The McTwist becomes the 900. 
Someone does a 360 flip to a grind, and 
another skater does the trick down a 
flight of stairs. It's about community - 
inspiring others and learning from them. 
Skateboarding is also a survivor. Its 
popularity may wane and cities may 
enact anti-skating ordinances, but it just 
re-emerges even stronger. 

The Tony Hawk's Pro Skater series 
hasn't been the only game to represent 
the sport, but the brand has become 
synonymous with skateboarding video 
games through its long and eventful 
career. Skaters have used it for inspira- 
tion; transforming the fantastical on TV 
screens into amazing feats in reality. Now, 
after 13 years of detours and hibernation, 
the series is reaffirming its commitment to 
the gameplay essence that started it all. 


BACK IN CONTROL 

Tony Hawk's Pro Skater 5 isn't a remake or a 
reboot. It is a full-priced new entry in the se- 
ries that philosophically pretends Tony Hawk's 
Underground and the subsequent games 
never existed. Developer Robomodo (who 
handled 2012's Tony Hawk's Pro Skater HD) 
and Disruptive Games want to pull the series 
back to a period in its lineage before some 
fans felt it lost its way; when Jackass-style 
tomfoolery and a sprawling feature set took 
over. Pro Skater 5 won't let you get off your 
board or skitch onto cars, and level objec- 
tives aren't story-based. At the same time, 
this isn't just Tony Hawk's Pro Skater HD with 
new levels. Tweaks to the familiar gameplay, 
modern online integration, and a full create- 
a-park playground make THPS 5 both a 
return to form and a potential step forward for 
the franchise. 

The first Tony Hawk captured gamers' 
imaginations back in 1999 not because they 
specifically craved a skateboarding title, but 
because the gameplay was challenging, flex- 
ible, and responsive. THPS 5 does not alter 
itin any meaningful way, but instead adds 
a couple of wrinkles that slightly alter how 
you approach your runs. Tony Hawk says the 
team never considered using a new control 
scheme for the game. "No, then it wouldn't 
be THPS,” he says. "If we were really doing 
a whole new control scheme, then | feel like 
we'd be doing a disservice to the true fans of 
the franchise.” 

The same button still initiates grinds (at this 
time tricks can't be re-mapped to different 
buttons), but if you hold it down your skater 
slams down to initiate the grind. This gives 
you great control in starting your grind, so in- 
stead of floating up and landing in the middle 


of a rail or even overshooting it, you could 
start your grind earlier and use the majority of 
it to complete your moves. It’s not a gimme, 
however, as you've got to master the timing. It 
doesn't automatically attach you to the rail. 

Your special meter, which allows you to pull 
off some of the crazy, high-scoring tricks (like 
a darkslide and christ air) still fills up as you 
perform tricks, but it is initiated by the player 
hitting the left bumper. This allows you to bank 
it and use it when the time is right instead of 
having it kick in automatically when you may 
be stranded in-between runs. 

We played an early build of the game and 
found the gameplay changes right at home 
with the familiar trick structure. The grind 
slam felt natural, like an exclamation point at 
the end of your control input. Tricks flowed 
from ramps to rails just like they always have, 
and already the game feels tighter than Tony 
Hawk's Pro Skater HD, which could feel floaty. 
Producer Dino Verano admits that Pro Skater 
HD didn't fully capture the feel of Tony Hawk, 
saying it was "a little diluted." 


THE SESSION THAT NEVER ENDS 
THPS 5 contains nine levels, two of which 
draw inspiration from previous iconic Tony 
Hawk levels such as the Warehouse, Hangar, 
and School. For instance, THPS 5's ware- 
house level features the famous roll-in from 
the original Tony Hawk game, but it drops you 
into a warehouse with different terrain — in- 
cluding surprises such as the helicopter from 
THPS 2's Hanger level. Similarly, the school in 
THPS 5 recalls the one from the second title, 
but its layout is different. Plenty of new runs 
are included to challenge you even though fa- 
miliar elements such as the secret gym (which 
is open from the start) are present. 
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The all-new locations include one in outer 
space, so while the game may be going back 
to its roots, that doesn't mean it's going to 
be boring. All of the levels include their own 
secret areas. "Size-wise it's going to be 
pretty big, but we still want to do kind of like 
a return to form; hearkening back to the old 
Pro Skater stuff, so it's not going to feel like 
an open-world game per se," Verano says. 
"It's going to be kind of narrowed down, 
more focused." 

Familiar free-skate objectives such as 
collecting COMBO letters, finding DVDs, 
hitting high scores, and destroying objects 
are littered throughout the levels, as well as 


other missions you initiate with a button press. 


These include collectathons, races, Big Head 
challenges (where you must continually per- 
form tricks to keep your head from expanding 
and exploding in a pop of confetti), and even 
hitting targets with dodgeballs shot by press- 
ing the square button (on the PS4). 


Some of the levels charge up your skate- 
board with a level-specific power-up when 
completed. For instance, one level we played 
had a series of electrified wires atop the roofs 
of successive buildings. Grinding all of them 
charged up our board, making it a little faster. 
Another power-up gives you more ramming 
power - useful when you want to complete a 
mission such as clearing a pool full of inflat- 
able objects or hitting a soccer ball through 
a goal. 

Verano says that each level should have 
one or two power-ups, and the intention 
is for most of them to be level-specific, 
so they aren't all the same. Moreover, 
power-ups can stack, which should create 
interesting possibilities. 

You earn experience points whether you 
do the free-skate objectives or missions, and 
these unlock future levels as well as give you 
points that you can use to boost your stats 
(like your ollie height, speed, etc.). 


Tricks unlock through rewards called Style 
Cards. These trick sets are based on the 
10 real-life skaters in the game, as well as 
some the development team is creating 
themselves. Licensed apparel and boards are 
also earned, and can be mixed and matched 
via slots for your head/face, shirt, and bot- 
tom. Thus, the face of Officer Dick or some 
other character from the game or Activision 
franchise can be used with a normal 
skater T-shirt or even the body of something 
more outrageous. 

While most of THPS 5 is about refining and 
distilling the essence of the first four titles in 
the series, the online functionality is entirely 
modern. Matchmade skaters populate your 
levels, creating a free-for-all vibe like a good 
session should. You can turn this feature off, 
but it will be defaulted to on when you start 
the game. If you keep it on, all the players in 
the instance are free to go after all the objec- 
tives in the level. Although the COMBO letters, 


for example, won't disappear when one skater 
collects them, you can physically run into 
another player that's going after the same 
letter as you are. While this sounds annoying, 
it replicates the real-world skating vibe, where 
everyone skates the same ramps and curbs. 

Because you can blend online and offline, 
all the objectives and missions in the game 
can be completed cooperatively. Multiplayer 
modes are also included, and the goals of 
some objectives, like collection missions, 
extend to accommodate multiple players. 
You can bring in your own premade parties 
and talk amongst yourselves via party chat 
or skate with strangers. Robomodo is still 
debating whether to include a public chat 
system, although at a minimum you can 
throw out challenges to all comers in the in- 
stance. Exact player numbers (including how 
many skaters populate levels) are still being 
worked out, as well as whether the game has 
local multiplayer. 

You can share more than your progress with 
fellow skaters, as the community can play 
your create-a-park masterpieces - with more 
than 250 objects to use. Free-skate objec- 
tives and multiplayer modes can be added 
to your park, and any XP, Style Cards, etc. 
earned in these creations can be applied on 
your character. 

Park creation is similar to the rotate-and- 
place tools of previous games in the series, 
with templates of varying sizes based on the 
game's levels. The tutorial extends to sug- 
gesting what parts to place where (including 
the new ability to suspend objects in mid-air) 
in order to create killer lines. 


THE LEGACY OF TONY HAWK 

Pro Skater 5's online connectivity and unified 
structure wasn't possible back in the series' 
heyday, but they're fitting features for a rep- 
resentation of a sport where community can 
be a vital influence. Countless real-life skaters 


have drawn inspiration from the games them- 
selves through the years. "If you look at the 
stuff people are doing on the street now - just 
look at anything they're doing where they're 
grinding ledges or rails where they are flipping 
their board into it, and then flipping out of 

it - that kind of stuff just didn't happen before 
our game [was released]," Hawk says. "If it did 
happen, it was very rare." 

Among the series' rotating roster of skat- 
ers, ranging from series' vets like Andrew 
Heynolds and Nyjah Huston to newcomers 
like Leticia Bufoni (left), Ishod Wair, and David 
Gonzalez, Tony Hawk is a constant and more 
than just the brand name on the box. Hawk 
has always given his gameplay feedback dur- 
ing development, describing his involvement 
as "nerdy specific" regarding the controls and 
button mapping. 


"Everything has to get the Tony stamp of 
approval," Verano says. “He has to like it. It 
has to make sense of him. He will quickly 
put his foot down if he doesn't 
like something." 

Hight now, Hawk is solely focused on the 
game in front of him. If this title reignites the 
franchise, how do Hawk, Robomodo, and 
Activision prevent it from becoming what it 
once became - a series stretched thin with 
yearly releases and features that didn't make 
sense? Hawk believes that the game - like 
skating itself — will adapt and survive suc- 
cessfully. "I believe we'll do other iterations of 
it, but for now there are going to be so many 
options, downloadable content, and updates, 
| feel like we're building on something that's 
bigger than just, ‘Ok, next year it's 6. Next 
year it's 7." 


Created parks can be made offline and then sent 
to the cloud, so although the game is made with 
an online connection in mind, you wont be in a 
lurch if the network goes down 
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» Platform " he events at the end of Black Ops II 
PlayStation 4 changed the face of the world. Following 
» ere — the actions of Raul Menendez that left the 
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able to attack, politicians and tacticians have 
banded together to make sure this can never 
happen again. 


(Multiplayer TBA} The year is 2060. Drones, robotics, and 
» Publisher cybernetic augmentations are commonplace, 
Activision and soldiers have been fitted with Direct Neural 


» Developer 


Interfaces. In Black Ops Ill, players assume the 


Treyarch role of a soldier looking for answers surround- 
» Release ing aplatoon that has disconnected its DNI and 
November6 gone missing. For the first time in the series, 


you won't be going it alone. 

The Black Ops lll campaign encourages 
players to team up with friends. Adding 
four-player co-op forced Treyarch to go 
back to the drawing board with its mission 
design, losing the “Follow” corridor structure 
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Play It Before It Releases 

Treyarch is giving fans a couple of chances to get their hands on the multitude 
of changes it’s implementing before the game hits shelves. Those who pre-order 
Black Ops III get special access to a public beta test prior to the game’s launch. 
Additionally, the multiplayer component will be made available on the show- 
floor of ES for the first time in series history. 


in favor of flexible, open environments 
that give players multiple approaches for 
completing objectives. This also made 
Treyarch rethink and redesign enemy A.l. 
to be more adaptive. 

Players’ tactics are also improved thanks 
to the DNI technology, which allows them to 
use special abilities on the battlefield. Cyber 
Cores allow players to do things like remotely 
hack vehicles and deploy swarms of nano- 
drones at opponents, while Cyber Rigs are 
more defensive in nature. Unlike previous Call 
of Duty entries, these abilities aren't limited to 
particular levels and are available to use on 
demand in the campaign. 

The cybernetic augmentations on the 
soldiers' bodies allow for a double jump simi- 
lar to Advanced Warfare's. Instead of the more 
jarring, less controlled feel of the Exo jump, 
however, players can tap the button for shorter 
periods to coast in the air, or hold it down for 
one large jump. As a result, the thrust jumps 
in Black Ops III feel much smoother than the 
Exo jumps in Advanced Warfare. 

In addition to the thrust jump, players are 
also granted unlimited sprint, power slides that 
let them boost feet-first in any direction, and 
the ability to wall run for a generous amount 
of time. These features invite immediate com- 
parison to Respawn Entertainment's futuristic 
shooter, Titanfall. Treyarch says all of these 
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mechanics were designed with the idea of 
keeping the flow moving. 


Taking The Fight Online 

Making changes to multiplayer inevitably draws 
scrutiny from its rabid fan base, but that isn't 
stopping Treyarch from taking risks. Rather 
than placing players in the same generic sol- 
dier role in multiplayer, you can now play one 
of nine personality-filled specialists. Loosely 
inspired by the heroes of MOBAs, each spe- 
cialist possesses a unique power weapon and 
a strategic cybernetically enhanced ability, both 
of which power up as you gain kills. Before 

you start each match, you can choose which 
specialist you want, and choose between the 
specialist's weapon or ability. 

When worked into the equation with Call 
of Duty's preexisting "Pick 10" class custom- 
ization, you have more ability to cater to your 
play style than ever before. As you play with 
each specialist more, you earn experience 
and level up the proficiency of each of their 
abilities and weapons. 

The new Gunsmith feature also allows players 
to make their firearms as unique as their play 
styles. Once you settle on attachments, you can 
customize your gun with different variants of 
each attachment to make it look personalized 
and unique. In addition, the paintjob tool func- 
tions like an enhanced emblem editor to put 
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special markings on three of the gun's sides. 
While the attachments still provide bonuses 
based on what you choose, the variants behave 
in a purely cosmetic nature to maintain the bal- 
ance of the weapons. 

During my hour of hands-on time with Black 
Ops Ill’s multiplayer, the traversal and the 
various movement additions felt smooth. The 
intuitive navigation pairs well with the familiar 
controls and speed of the franchise to deliver 
an experience that feels new while remaining 
faithful to what fans love. 


Too Much Of A Good Thing? 

With multiple studios working on the Call 

of Duty franchise, the series has long been 
defined by the different flavors each team 
brings. This seems to have been abandoned 
for the new generation of consoles, considering 
Ghosts, Black Ops, and Advanced Warfare are 
all set in the near future. Time will tell if these 
simlar themes may make players more prone 
to franchise fatigue, a pitfall the series has 
worked to avoid up to this point. 

Despite my reservations on the heavy science- 
fiction direction, | walked away impressed by 
Black Ops Ill. The campaign's open design 
could require more thought from players, and 
the multiplayer may have enough elements to 
differentiate it from similar games like Advanced 
Warfare and Titanfall. » Brian Shea 


While the campaign is meant to be more 
open, there will still be those tight, on-rails 
sections to deliver the narrative 


Meet The Specialists 


During the Black Ops III reveal, Treyarch unveiled four 
of the nine specialists players can use in multiplayer. 


RUIN 
Background: An infantry soldier (pictured) who 
volunteered for cybernetic limb replacements despite 
having no injuries necessitating it. 

Power Weapon: Gravity Spike, which Ruin drops 
into the ground to emit a shockwave that takes out 
nearby enemies. 

Ability: Overdrive, a temporary speed burst designed 
to be helpful in objective-based modes. 


SERAPH 

Background: The adopted daughter of a high- : 
ranking military official from a criminal organization. 

Power Weapon: The Annihilator, a high-powered 

revolver that can destroy anyone, including multiple 

enemies with one shot if they're lined up. 

Ability: Combat Focus, a score multiplier that lets her 

quickly rack up scorestreak perks. 


OUTRIDER 
Background: Hailing from the favelas in Brazil, 

she witnessed intense gang turf wars develop from 
the rooftops. 

Power Weapon: A compound bow called Sparrow 
featuring explosive bolts that control similarly to 
Gears of War's beloved Torque Bow. 

Ability: Vision Pulse locates and highlights enemies 
in the immediate vicinity, even through walls. 


REAPER 

Background: A combat robot prototype. 

Power Weapon: The Scythe, a powerful minigun 
that emerges from his arm. 

Ability: Glitch allows Reaper to reappear where he 
was a few seconds before. 


Zombie Invasion 


Treyarch isn't ready to 
reveal much about the 
popular Zombies mode 
in Black Ops III, but the 
studio confirmed that à 
dedicated Zombies mode 
is in the game. The team 
claims it has more depth 
and replayability than ever 
before thanks to a new 
mode-specific leveling 
system and an increased 
focus on narrative within 
the mode. 
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» Platform 
PlayStation 4 
Xbox One * Wii U 
PlayStation 3 
Xbox 360 

iOS * Android 


» Style 

1 or 2-Player 
Rhythm/ Music 
(Online TBA) 

» Publisher 
Activision 

» Developer 
FreeStyleGames 


» Release 
Fall 


The Line-Up 

The build we played only 
featured three songs, but 
FreeStyleGames is promising 
a more diverse setlist than 
was delivered in previous 
games. So far, Activision has 
confirmed songs from The 
Rolling Stones, Skrillex, The 
Black Keys, Gary Clark, Jr., 
The Killers, Fall Out Boy, 

My Chemical Romance, Green 
Day, Ed Sheeran, The War 
On Drugs, The Lumineers, 
Pierce the Veil, and Blitz Kids. 
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Hock and roll reborn 


ollowing a five-year hiatus, Activision's 
L Guitar Hero series is returning to the stage 

under the expertise of FreeStyleGames, 
the studio behind the DJ Hero franchise and 
over a year's worth of Guitar Hero download- 
able content tracks. The franchise had retained 
the same core gameplay since its debut on 
PlayStation 2 in 2005, but Guitar Hero Live is 
mixing things up in interesting ways. 

The first thing you notice when picking up 
Guitar Hero Live is the altered guitar periph- 
eral. Instead of the five colored buttons on 
the guitar neck, two rows of three sit at the 
top, significantly changing the way the game 
plays. Jamie Jackson, creative director and 
studio head at FreeStyleGames, attributes the 
change to wanting to not only do something 
different in bringing the series back, but also 
providing more accessibility for newcomers 
while adding a new layer of gameplay to learn 
for seasoned veterans. 

Having spent years playing on the Expert 
difficulty during the series’ original run, | was 
curious as to how much those skills would 
carry over to the new set up. While | did 
a decent job of keeping the crowd happy 
during chord-heavy songs like Fall Out Boy's 
"My Songs Know What You Did In The Dark" 
and The Killers' "When You Were Young," the 


Activision wants Guitar Hero Live to feature one of 
the most diverse setlists in Guitar Hero history 


TERRIBILE HELENA 


Guitar Hero Live 


massive festival audience on-hand to see my 
performance of The Black Keys' "Gold on the 
Ceiling" turned on me quick. 

The biggest issue was training my brain to 
move my hands up and down to press the 
button that corresponds with the right note in 
the song. | also struggled with restricting my 
hand to only using three buttons, as seeing 
the furthest right note appear on the on-screen 
highway made me instinctually move my 
hand down the fretboard. By the end of the 
third song | noticed marked improvements 
in my playing, though | was only playing on 
Advanced, the equivalent to the older games' 
Hard difficulty. 

The other massive change introduced in 
Guitar Hero Live is the presentation. Gone 
are the graphical renderings of exaggerated 
rock stars and audience members; in their 
places are live-action bandmates and crowds 
full of real people staring back at you as you 
gaze out from the stage from a first-person 
point-of-view. The crowds and your band- 
mates react to your playing in real-time, either 
screaming your praise or throwing puzzled 
looks and boos your way. This change was 
implemented to try and capture the rush 
of stepping on stage with a sea of faces 
reacting to your performance. As your band 
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grows in popularity, so does the crowd, from 
small venues featuring 100 people to festivals 
featuring 100,000. 

At first, | thought these live-action sequences 
would serve as an embarrassing backdrop to 
an otherwise interesting twist on the franchise. 
But having seen it in action, the scenes come 
together well and provide the feeling of being 
on stage performing the songs in front of a 
massive crowd. This was my most glaring res- 
ervation going into my meeting with the team, 
and | came away a believer. 

Guitar Hero Live also features GHTV, a 
streaming playable mode that acts as a 
24-hour music video network. The channel 
plays songs ranging from classics to new hits, 
and is continually updated with new music 
videos. It also enables you to compete with 
friends and strangers across the globe. In addi- 
tion to the multiple channels, which provide a 
live television-like experience, all of the songs 
available within those channels are part of the 
on-demand song selection. 

While GHTV is a technologically forward idea 
that has a lot of potential, my main concern 
with the mode comes with its base in streaming 
technology. Because these songs aren't housed 
on your local hard drive, they must be accessed 
remotely. With the mode's continually updated 
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nature, it wouldn't be farfetched to imagine that The Mobile Experience 


just as songs will be added over the course of 
the shelf life of Guitar Hero Live, licenses for 
other songs will expire, meaning that you could 
potentially lose your favorite songs. | 
The team says it will go deeper into how | | experience on select mobile 
GHTV and potential downloadable content | | devices. While hard details 
works a later date. As someone who likes | are scarce, Activision says 
to own all of my music, l'm hopeful that the it's following the model 
upcoming details include a way to house set forth by the Skylanders 
your favorite songs on your hard drive for some mobile versions, where 
sense of permanent ownership and access. | players buy the hardware 
Oversaturation was one of the biggest | from retailers and can then 
reasons the genre imploded so shortly after EG e NC OT C play the game using a variety 
ts peak and Activision and FreeStyleGames FÊRÎ of different control schemes 
are determined to prevent that same thing fall apart on stage and the crowd — and and hardware configurations. 
from happening again. Tyler Michaud, senior your bandmates — will turn on you 
director of product management at Activision, | , z ^ 
says there are currently no plans to launch a | | 3 
new Guitar Hero game in 2016 thanks to the 
updateable nature of GHTV. 
With new gameplay, new concepts, and a 
continually updated library of music, Guitar 
Hero Live hopes to bring enough new factors 
to revitalize the franchise. With the gameplay 
feeling fresh and the live-action sequences 
delivering the feel they aim to, it might be time 
to start doing some extra finger exercises to 
get ready for this fall. » Brian Shea 


For the first time in franchise 
history, Guitar Hero Live is 
delivering the full console 
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As you progress through the game, you ll play 
on different stages with different bands 
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Platform 

Wii U 

» Style 

| or Z-Player Shooter 
(8-Player Online) 

» Publisher 
Nintendo 


Developer 
Nintendo 


| Release 
May 298 


Swimming Solo 


Players who want to unwind 
with a less competitive mode 
can learn about the Inklings’ 
longstanding conflict with an 
army of octopi in Splatoon's 
single-player campaign. We 
played through a few of these 
levels, using our paint qun 

to power painted rails that 
we could zipline across and 
filling sponges with paint that 
we could use as platforms. 
Splatoon Amiibo owners can 
also unlock special weapon 
challenges for certain levels, 
but this isn't a big selling 
point based on the challenge 
we played. While these short 
levels offer a nice change of 
pace from the multiplayer 
mayhem, it's clear that 
Splatoon's online action is the 
main attraction. 
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splatoon 


Inking outside the lines 

intendo rarely introduces a new IP, so 
N when the house of Mario first revealed 
Splatoon at last year's E3, gamers were 
surprised. Not just because it was a fresh face, 
but because Nintendo was diving into waters 
it hasn't previously charted: online multiplayer 
shooters. With Splatoon's release just around 
the corner, we jumped online and threw some 
paint around to see if this new property lives up 
to Nintendo's standards. 

Unlike most shooters where players single- 
mindedly train their weapons on the opposing 
team, Splatoon's primary multiplayer mode, 
Turf War, tasks two teams of four with spread- 
ing paint across the floor. Players can still shoot 
paint at their opponents and cause them to 
respawn at their home base, but kill counts 
aren't important; the only number that matters 
at the end of each round is the percentage of 
your team's paint covering the floor. 

Rounds only last a couple minutes, which 
sets a nice pace for each match. Even if your 
team gets outclassed early on, things can still 
turn around during the last minute of a game. 
The minute-to-minute action also feels brisk 
thanks to your ability to transform into squid 
and swim through any area of the map covered 
by their team's paint. Diving into the ink doesn't 
make you invulnerable, but it makes you 
largely invisible to the other team, and | had fun 
sneaking around the map, swimming up walls 
to reach better vantage points, and attacking 
players from behind. 

Splatoon's arsenal incorporates traditional 
and unusual weaponry. The basic Splattershot 


sprays paint like a machine gun, while weapons 


like the 5.2 Gallon dish out larger amounts of 
paint at a slower fire rate. | had a lot of fun with 
the Ink Roller, which seems like a great weapon 
for new players since it lets you paint a wide 
swath across the floor by simply holding down 
a button - though it is less effective in combat. 
The Splat Charger takes a bit more skill, firing a 
charged sniper-like blast that creates a line of 
paint down the map. 


© 3:32 


Booyah! 


The single-player mode features 
a few unique boss enemies 


Sub-weapons, such as ink bombs, deal a lot 
of damage but eat away at your paint supply. 
However, the most effective weapons are 
fueled by a meter you build up while painting 
the ground. Once the meter is full, you can 
unleash special abilities like a shield that pro- 
vides temporary invulnerability, a paint airstrike, 
or a Killer Wail - a device that fires off a sonic 
scream that obliterates everything in front of it. 

Aside from Turf War, Nintendo also 
announced a ranked mode that features a 
game type called Splat Zones. In this game, 
players fight to control a specific territory in the 
middle of each map. Teams that coat these 
areas with the most paint activate a countdown 
timer that ticks toward victory until the oppos- 
ing team recaptures the zone. 


Bizarrely, Nintendo has chosen to leave 
Ranked Mode locked until enough players 
reach level 10 in multiplayer, so those who buy 
Splatoon on day one won't have access to 
Splat Zones for the first week or so. In another 
omission, Nintendo will not support online 
voice chat for any multiplayer mode. 

Despite these faults, we had a lot of fun 
with this offbeat shooter. Matches move at a 
breakneck pace, the maps are colorful and fun 
to explore, and the mechanics make it easy 
for newcomers to contribute to their team's 
success. Nintendo is bucking shooter norms, 
but if Wii U owners can move past some of 
Splatoon's idiosyncrasies, we might have a 
delightful new series on our hands. 

Ben Reeves 


In Splat Zones, teams vie for control 
of a specific area on the map 
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Inklings can swim up walls that are covered in paint, 
so it's always good to spread your paint around 
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The action keeps moving in Splatoon; 
each match only last a few minutes 
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» Platform 
PlayStation 4 
Abox One * PC 


» Style 

| -Player Action 
» Publisher 
Capcom 

» Developer 
Capcom 

» Release 
summer 
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after which the series went into hiberna- 

tion until Ninja Theory brought it back in 
2013. Now, both of these titles have a new 
lease on life. Capcom recently released the 
remastered version of Ninja Theory's reboot - 
refining the experience, but not fundamentally 
altering it. The small changes were nice, but 
Devil May Cry 4's new incarnation is far more 
than fine-tuning. 

The main attraction in this download- 
exclusive special edition is the three new play- 
able characters: Vergil, Trish, and Lady (who 
join Nero and Dante). They are split into two 
separate campaigns; Vergil plays through all of 
the original missions himself, while Lady and 
Trish are paired up to tackle Nero and Dante's 
respective missions. These characters aren't 
just new skins - they have unique movesets 


|) evil May Cry 4 originally released in 2008, 


# 
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You can't mix-and-match the new characters within à 
playthrough. Lady and Trish are an inseparable team, 
and Vergil must play all of the missions himself 


May Cry 4: Special 


and cater to different playstyles. | had several 
hours of hands-on time with all three new addi- 
tions to the roster, and here's what you can 
expect from each one. 


Vergil 
If you like a more precise and calculated 
combat experience, Vergil is the character for 
you. His repertoire draws primarily from his 
Devil May Cry 3: Special Edition incarnation; he 
switches between three melee weapons, uses 
ghostly summoned swords instead of firearms, 
and teleports around the battlefield (though he 
still can't double-jump). He is also able to trans- 
form via Devil Trigger, which opens up his most 
powerful move - a stunning array of slashes 
that basically clears the screen. 

Vergil is a versatile character who combines 
close-range effectiveness with mobility, but 


-adition 


he isn't for button-mashers. His concentration 
gauge makes his attacks more powerful, and 
it fills as you perform well — but it drains if you 
run around, miss attacks, or take damage. This 
approach ties into his brutally efficient personal- 
ity, and encourages players to maintain a higher 
level of awareness and response to the action. 
Don't count on a lot of extra story content for 
Vergil (or Lady or Trish). You get some brief pro- 
logue and epilogue scenes, but not the explicit 
"| am your father" moment that some fans are 
probably hoping for. 


Lady 

Guns play an important role in DMC's combat, 
but they are often overshadowed by flashier 
(and stronger) melee weapons. Lady's play- 
style breaks that tradition; with her signature 
bazooka in tow, her moves focus on distance 
attacks. Unlike the other characters, Lady's 
firearm damage is high enough to use as her 
primary weapon. In fact, | beat the first boss 
faster with Lady than any of the other charac- 
ters - and didn't even take a hit in the process. 

Her melee options are extremely limited, so 
Lady's depth comes from upgrading her guns. 
The bazooka (Kalina Ann) is the most fun and 
interesting of the bunch, but she also has a 
shotgun and handguns. Some of her best 
attacks have long charge-up windows, leading 
to a good risk/reward balance. 

Since she takes Nero's place in the mission 
progression, Lady has a grappling wire that 
stands in for his Devil Bringer, but it doesn't 
give her the same flexibility or agility. Even so, 
Lady is the easiest of the five characters to 
pick up and play. She doesn't require as much 
finesse, has some explosive area attacks, and 
her ranged style keeps her out of harm's way. 


Trish, Lady, and Vergil each bring a unique and 
entertaining spin to the Devil May Cry formula 
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Trish 
Despite using several guns, her bare hands, and 
the sword Sparda, Trish doesn't have players 
manually switching between weapons. That 
means most of her moves are available at any 
time. In some ways, this makes her easier to 
control, but it also makes her moveset feel a bit 
crowded. Certain standard maneuvers (like the 
enemy-launching High Time) have different input 
commands, which takes some getting used to. 
Once you warm up to her playstyle, Trish's 
melee-heavy mixture of attacks is varied and 
entertaining. The emphasis is on her bare- 
knuckle combos, but Sparda is helpful for 
creating openings that you can exploit. Trish's 
Devil Trigger gauge can be used to infuse her 
moves with electricity, as well as fuel a massive 
laser blast from the Pandora gun. She's effec- 
tive up close and at range, making her a great 
all-around fighter who still feels different from 
the other characters. » Joe Juba 


This special edition is download-exclusive, so 
you won't see physical copies on retail shelves 
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Platform 
PlayStation 4 
Xbox One * Wii U 
PlayStation 3 
Xbox 360 


Style 
| -Player Action 
Publisher 


Warner Bros. Interactive 
Entertainment 


Developer 
TT Games 


Release 
September 27 


Leveraging Lego Fun 


Both the starter set and sub- 
sequent expansions include 
in-game content and physical 
Lego bricks to construct. 
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| ego Dimensions 


Toy-based games come full circle 


e've seen no shortage of figure-based 
W video games in the last few years, 

including the wildly popular Skylanders, 
Nintendo's Amiibos, and the ever-growing 
Disney Infinity line (which we're highlighting in 
this month's cover story on p. 34). However, 
another player is about to enter the market. 
Lego Dimensions leverages the incredible 
popularity of TT Games' Lego video games, but 
adds in real-world toys and allows characters 
from across the Lego worlds to play together in 
one giant, interconnected world. 

Starter packs on any of the modern gaming 
consoles will cost $100. TT Games is promis- 
ing that the initial investment acts as a pathway 
into multiple years of subsequent expansions, 
along with the various toy sets and in-game 


worlds available in the Lego stable. The initial 
starter set includes the game, the digital toy 
pad, and Lego bricks to build the gateway that 
sits on the pad. To help illustrate the cross- 
brand potential of the game, the starter set also 
comes with Minifigures of Batman, Gandalf, 
and Wyldstyle (from The Lego Movie), as well 
as a Lego Batmobile vehicle. 

The storyline for Dimensions follows the 
evil plots of Lord Vortech, who is seeking to 
become ruler of the vast Lego multiverse. 
Vortexes across the world have pulled char- 
acters out of their homes, and your Minifigure 
heroes are off to save their friends. Needless to 
say, Vortech has also enlisted the aid of all sorts 
of villains to help him in his dastardly plans, so 
players can expect to encounter baddies from 


far-flung corners of the multiverse. 

Even in the initial starter pack and subsequent 
2015 expansion packs, that multiverse is shap- 
ing up to have a wild mix of franchises. Warner 
Bros. has already revealed the inclusion of 
DC Comics, The Lord of the Rings, The Lego 
Movie, Ninjago, Back to the Future, and The 
Wizard of Oz. More franchises are promised to 
be on the way. 

Lego has a long-established reputation in 
figure production, sales, and distribution. 

With the huge fan base of gamers and toy 
collectors, Lego Dimensions has the potential 
to be a titanic property. Given the success 

of the toys-meet-games market, we're only 
surprised it took this long for Lego to jump on 
the bandwagon. » Matt Miller 
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» Platform 
PlayStation 4 


Xbox One * PC * iPad 


Style 
-Player Strategy 


(4-Player Online) 


Publisher 


Wizards of the Coast 


Developer 
Stainless Games 


Release 
July 
(P54 TBA) 


Magic Duels: Origins 


A new path for Magic: The Gathering 


izards of the Coast is retiring Magic: 
W The Gathering's annual Duels of the 

Planeswalkers series, replacing it with 
this free-to-play, continually updated client 
known as Magic Duels: Origins. This new 
approach means that players can deal with a 
single game and its subsequent updates, rather 
than buying into a new game each year with 
shifting card and feature pools. This should 
inspire players to build more permanent col- 
lections, and allow them to obtain up-to-date 
content rollouts as new sets come out. It will 
also be the first time Planeswalker cards come 
to a Duels product. 

The free-to-play model allows players to 
potentially earn every card in the game with- 
out spending any real money, giving currency 
rewards for the story campaign, multiplayer 
matches, and daily/community events. If a 
player already has the maximum number of 
copies of a card, additional copies of that card 
won't show up in booster packs, so you won't 


THE FINAL CHALLENGE: 
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have to worry about your collection being 
inundated with useless copies. 

Unlike previous titles, Origins will keep up 
with current set releases. "With the new content 
model, players should expect to see new card 
sets surface on a very similar timeframe to the 
paper set releases, which is about every three 
or four months," says Liz Lamb-Ferro, brand 
manager for Magic: The Gathering. "It will line 
up with the content you see on store shelves. 
So when Battle for Zendikar is out in the fall, 
you'll have a corresponding Battle For Zendikar 
content expansion in Magic Duels." 

The emphasis on removing the burden of 
knowledge and facilitating new players remains, 
with several functions designed to assist begin- 
ners. "The Deck Builder is back and offers the 
full, robust deck-building experience players 
have come to expect," Lamb-Ferro says. "Addi- 
tionally, we've added a Deck Wizard so that 
players who just want to grab a deck and play 
can get started quickly. It's also a great way 
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for new players to start figuring out their own 
style of play and crafting decks that match 
their personality. “ 

In addition to the campaign, players will have 
the opportunity to take on thousands of differ- 
ent decks in Solo Battle mode and participate 
in up to four-person multiplayer, including the 
return of 2v2 Two-Headed Giant mode on 
launch. New modes and features are expected 
to be added down the road. Solo Battle mode 
and Story mode can be played offline. 

As a longtime Magic: The Gathering player, 
I'm excited to see the potential that Magic 
Duels: Origins brings to the virtual table. While 
the Duels of the Planeswalkers offerings were 
always fun romps, they were fleeting, as each 
title would inevitably fall by the wayside as each 
yearly installment replaced its predecessor. 
With this new approach embracing longevity, 
collecting, and possibly tournaments in the 
future, the Duels series is ready to take off all 
over again. » Daniel Tack 
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hen the creators of Earthworm Jim 
W and The Neverhood announced their 

new project, Armikrog, on Kickstarter, 
fans raced to embrace the quirky new stop- 
motion animation game. After raising nearly a 
million dollars, the point-and-click adventure 
project is moving full speed ahead. 

Pencil Test Studios envisions Armikrog as a 
spiritual successor to the Neverhood games 
and a love letter to its fans. "Many of the fans 
who backed the Kickstarter for Armikrog 
were long-time Neverhood fans hoping to see 
another game like it, so our plan has been to 
create something new while still providing a 
familiar feel to the experience," says co-writer 
and animator Mike Dietz. 

The adventure centers on Tommynaut and 
his partner in crime - a blind dog named Beak 
Beak. The pair's spaceship crashes on a mys- 
terious planet and soon they become locked 
in a mysterious fortress called Armikrog. You 
swap between both characters to get through 
various obstacles in the fortress. For instance, 
Tommynaut has the strength to move heavy 
objects and reach high switches, while Beak 


Beak can crawl through tight, small spaces and 
retrieve objects. Beak Beak eats the objects 


Ee 


and then throws them up when you need them. 
You also see the world differently when you 
swap to Beak Beak; since he's blind, everything 
is in black and white and he can see secret 
codes that aren't visible to Tommynaut. 

The two work well together for gameplay 
purposes, but they provide an interesting 
dynamic. "Tommynaut has higher ideals and 
desires to be a hero like his ancestors, while 
Beak Beak is more animal, following his 
stomach, goofing off when possible and telling 
the occasional fib," Dietz says. 

The game is a mix of third- and first-person 
puzzles where you need to collect items and 
interact with the landscape to progress to the 
next area. During my brief demo, | did every- 
thing from moving a furry, orange box monster 
out of the way to manipulating a broken track 
to get my zip pod through. Like the Neverhood 
games, the user interface is minimal, devoid of 
inventory management. "We also have some 
more cerebral elements that allow you to make 
connections between visual and audio clues 
spread throughout the game in order to piece 
together the back-story of where you are and 
how you got there," Dietz says. 

For those unfamiliar with stop-motion clay 


animation, think Gumby or Wallace and 
Gromit. Everything in Armikrog is handmade. 
Tommynauts and Beak Beak are made out 
of clay, and the backdrops are created out of 
everyday objects, looking like mini dioramas. 
"We've used model parts, circuit boards, old 
radios, kitchenware, automotive parts, board 
games, Christmas ornaments, etc." Dietz 
says. "Whatever works is the rule. My favorite 
is the set [animation director Ed Schofield] 
built for the game by cutting an accordion 

in half. In the game it's called, appropriately 
enough, The Accordion Room." 


That's what stands out most about Armikrog. 


You never know what the next area will hold 
or what ordinary object it will be made from. 
"There is something magical about seeing 
what you know is a real, tactile object come 
to life and start moving around on screen," 
Dietz says. 

Not many video games use clay animation, 
and | can't deny | found it charming. As Dietz 
says, "It's the slight analog imperfections 
inherent to stop motion that give it a more 
handmade feel, letting you sense the artist 
behind the art rather than hiding behind 
digital perfection." » Kimberley Wallace 


Need a hint? Fear not. Statues come to life to help 


Platform 
PlayStation 4 * Wii U 
PC * Mac * Linux 

Style 
| -Player Adventure 

^ Publisher 
Pencil Test Studios 


Developer 
Pencil Test Studios 


Release 
2015 
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» Platform 
PlayStation 4 
Xbox One 


» Style 
1 to 4-Player Sports 
(4-Player Online) 


» Publisher 
EA Tiburon 

» Developer 
EA Sports 


» Release 
July 14 


Missing The Masters 
ENS golf franchise focused 
on The Masters in the past 
few iterations, giving more 
realism and drama to your 
career mode tour. However, 
the license for Augusta 
National has expired. EA says 
that it can possibly include 
the course as post-launch 
DLC, but at a minimum Rory 
Mcllroy won't have The 
Masters tournament or all 
four majors. The voice of The 
Masters, Jim Nantz, is also 
gone from the game, replaced 
by new commentators Rich 
Lerner and Frank Nobilo of 
The Golf Channel. 
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Rory Mellroy PGA Tour 


Sports’ first golf foray on the new home 

consoles, but longtime fans will recognize 
many of the gameplay elements in the upcom- 
ing title. Despite the fact that the publisher's 
unveiling of the game last year focused on 
some of its fantasy courses, this title doesn't 
try to overhaul the rules of the game or what 
you've come to expect from the series. What it 
does do, howewver, is give you more customiza- 
tion over your the gameplay elements you want 
to use, suiting the difficulty to your skills. 


H ory Mcllroy is the new cover star for EA 


The aiming arc shows a more accurate account 
of where the ball will qo if it's hit perfectly 
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Rework Your Swing 

PGA Tour players are used to choosing a 
specific type of control scheme that dictates 
the gameplay mechanics and assists avail- 
able. Hardcore players historically have 
preferred the tour setting, which has no visual 
interface to tell you when your backswing is 
crooked, for instance. Rory Mcllroy breaks 
down into three settings: arcade, classic 
(which brings back three-click golf by fan 
request), and tour, but also lets you further 
tailor the experience. 


McILROY 
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CUSTOM 


For instance, the three-click mechanic can 
be paired with the arcade ability of adding 
mid-flight spin to the ball. Or perhaps you only 
need help on the green - you could turn off 
visual aids for your regular swing, but keep on 
the putt preview feature. The game presents 
all three gameplay styles and lets you toggle 
elements like the green grid, wind gusts, power 
boost, and lie effect. 

One new swing interface element is the 
backswing meter, which indicates when 
you're at the top of your swing. This meter 
fills when you start your backswing, and can 
overfill and turn red if you overextend yourself. 
This can be detrimental to shots requiring 
less power. 


Making The Best Of Bad Situations 
Overhitting your shot and ending up in the 
water is never good. However, the good news 
is that PGA Tour now has real ball drops. 
Instead of automatically placing you on the 
bank when your ball inevitably ends up in the 
water, the game gives you options depend- 
ing if the water hazard has a designated drop 
zone or not. These include replaying the ball 
from your previous shot or dropping a new 
ball within two club lengths of where the ball 
entered the water. Similar options factor in if 
your ball ends up truly between a rock and a 
hard place and is unplayable. It's great that the 
game includes these rules, because you may 
run into them more since the title's environ- 
ments are larger than they've ever been. 
Matthew Kato 
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Mix and match control mechanics 


VIegakure 


Welcome to the fourth dimension 


In fact, itis so conceptual that designer 

Marc Ten Bosch sometimes has trouble 
envisioning how its world connects together. 
At its core, Miegakure is an exploration-based 
puzzle game that lets players explore the phy- 
sics of 4D space. While charting the properties 
of extra-dimensional universes has tradition- 
ally been the work of Ph.D students and 
Nobel Prize hopefuls, Bosch believes that his 
inventive new indie game could give ordinary 
gamers a better understanding of theoretical 
physics. More impressively, he believes that 
they'll have fun doing it. 

"This isn't an easy game to make," Bosch 
says. "We have to generalize to 4D every 
concept we take for granted in other games. 
Almost no one has done this before, so we had 
to invent of lot of new tech. For example, in a 
3D game, objects are represented by a bunch 
of triangles that create the surface of the object. 
In a 4D game, the surface is represented using 
a bunch of tetrahedral.” 

Bosch assures us that the game is actually 
fairly easy to understand. Similar to how Fez lets 
players solve puzzles by shifting between dif- 
ferent 2D planes of a 3D world, Miegakure lets 
players shift between different 3D environments 
that compose a larger 4D world. Each level is 
fairly small, and there are clear landmarks like 
trees and lanterns that help players keep track 
of their position in the fourth dimension. 

Miegakure opens on a hero named Kata 
who lives in a small village that looks like a mix 
between the European and Japanese Middle 
Ages. One day, Kata tries to help a friend in 
trouble only to discover that he has the abil- 
ity to move along the fourth dimension. As 
he explores his newfound powers, he begins 
to understand that his world is only one of 
many linked worlds that are "stacked" along 


MN iegakure is a difficult game to describe. 


the fourth dimension. Kata eventually learns 
that he's not the only one with these powers, 
and encounters a tribe of strange creatures 
who also naturally possess this ability to swim 
through 4D space. 

Much of the game showcases problems 
that can only be solved in four dimensions - 
things that would normally be impossible 
for a 3D being. For example, in one level the 
player needs to acquire an item that has been 
locked inside a temple. In three-dimensional 
space, it is impossible to enter this building, 
but with the press of a button players can shift 
into another section of 4D space where they 
see an opening in the temple. Using this kind 
of four-dimensional shifting, players can link 
rings together without breaking them, walk 
through walls, turn invisible, and even make 
objects float in the air. 


HIT 
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While traveling along the fourth dimension, players will gain new angles on objects 
and places they saw while looking at them from different segments of 4D space 


“If you turn something 180 degrees in the 
fourth dimension, you can actually turn it into 
its mirror image,” Bosch says. “If you turned 
yourself 180 degrees in the forth dimension, 
your heart would then be slightly offset to the 
right instead of to the left, any birthmark you 
have would change sides, your right hand 
would become your left hand, etc. One puzzle 
uses this ability to easily turn objects into their 
mirror image.” 

Bosch first showed a prototype of Miegakure 
at the Experimental Gameplay Workshop at 
GDC. After further polish, Bosch has fully 
captured our attention. We don't have a great 
understanding of how four-dimensional space 
works, and we're not sure that we'll com- 
pletely understand its mechanics after playing 
Miegakure, but the game sounds a lot more 
fun than a Ph.D program. » Ben Reeves 


» Platform 
PlayStation 4 
PC * Mac 


» Style 
| -Player Puzzle 


» Publisher 
MTB Design Works 


» Developer 
MTB Design Works 


» Release 
TBA 
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» Platform 
PC 


» Style 


| -Player Action/RPG 
(6-Player Online) 


» Publisher 


Grinding Gear Games 


» Developer 


Grinding Gear Games 
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» Release 
2015 


Path Of Exile: The Awakening 


Changing everything with a major expansion 


additions since release, but the upcoming 
The Awakening expansion is by far the 
most ambitious. With a new "act" of content 
to explore, a skill revamp, and a stream- 
lined leveling process, The Awakening is the 
biggest chunk of content ever released for 
Path of Exile. 

The mining town of Highgate acts as a 
base of operations for players exploring Act 4, 
but the journey goes far beyond the expected 
corrupted miners and other denizens you 
meet. In The Awakening, players travel 
through the dreams of many of the game's 
iconic characters, from the gladiatorial arena 
conquest of Daresso's dreamscape to many 
of the other heroes and villains that make up 
the lore. Act 4 also includes nine new bosses 
to square off against as players work through 
new maps and locations. 

New areas and bosses are nice, but the 
biggest change coming with The Awakening is 
the ability to break all the rules of the passive 
skill grid with the use of socketed gems. These 
can be popped in and out of the tree at will at 
various locations, and can completely change 
the game. Socketing a gem in one slot may 
simply power up certain abilities, but others 
may allow you to take things in new directions, 
changing associated nodes from strength 
to dexterity bonuses or even letting you add 
effects and bonuses to particular weapon 
types. For instance, you could repurpose the 
basic ability that adds poison to dagger blows 
and apply it to a bow. 


E ath of Exile has received a few minor 


In addition to the wild variety that skill-tree 
socketing creates (and certainly some broken 
builds), a hefty assortment of new uniques 
allow for new build creation. While unique items 
have always been potent, the focus in The 
Awakening is offering uniques that facilitate 
new builds and play styles. For instance, we 
saw a bow that allows for a ranger-summoner 
archetype that was previously unviable. 

Grinding Gear Games has rebalanced the 
skills from the ground up, so the new player 
and new character experience should be more 
streamlined with ability acquisition from the 


New abilities will give you the edge you 
need to take on new monsters and bosses 


early levels and quests. One of the biggest 
concerns folks have with Path of Exile 
since launch, desynchronization, has been 
addressed for low latency players. 

With all the new changes coming in this 
expansion, l'm excited to hop back into 
Wraeclast for another go. Technical Director 
Jonathan Rogers hints that there's much more 
in store for Path of Exile in the future. “I'd love 
to see a console version," he says. "Getting the 
systems from PoE to work with console con- 
trols will be tough, but we're always expanding 
looking toward what's next." » Daniel Tack 


Durigeon Fig 


ter Online 


Hesurrecting a rambunctious MMOHPG 


raditional tab-target fantasy MMOs are 

everywhere, so when something unique 

like Dungeon Fighter Online comes 
around, we take notice. The side-scrolling 
mix of MMORPG and beat-'em-up game is a 
peculiar entity in the space, but it never found 
its footing in North America when Nexon 
brought the title over years ago. Now Neople 
is reworking it for another attempt. 

Gameplay is colorful, fast, and over-the-top, 
as players select one of many characters, 
including the pile-of-pets Summoner, the nuke- 
from-orbit Launcher, the brutal melee power of 
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the Avenger, or even the quirky "easy mode" 
click-to-play Creator. Dungeons are the name 
of the game here, with players clearing out 
instances solo or with friends after selecting 
an appropriate difficulty or opting to participate 
in player-vs-player combat. Levels are littered 
with breakables and swarms of enemies, 
culminating in boss battles that may require 
some additional layer of strategy. 

Players level up and acquire new gear, some- 
times augmenting their arsenal with special 
unique drops from bosses that add special new 
perks. Traditional MMO quests round out the 


» Platform 

PC 

» Style 

| -Player Action/MMORPG 
(4-Player Online) 

» Publisher 

Neople 


» Developer 
Neople 


» Release 
2015 


dungeon crawls leading to endgame, which 
isn't available yet in the current version, but 
will feature raid-style difficult encounters with 
corresponding rewards. Players interested in 
trying new characters will love the fact that 
higher-level characters can be used as call-ins 
and supporters for their alts, making life much 
easier as you knock out the early game. 
Dungeon Fighter Online is currently in an 
open beta stage, so if you're looking for a 
decidedly different sort of MMORPG with 
lots of big bosses and awesome abilities, we 
recommend giving it a look. » Daniel Tack 


Help #MakeWishesComelrue © @gamestop € /gamestop 


Gamestop is a proud supporter of Make-A-Wish 


GameStop 


POWER TO THE PLAYERS’ 


One hundred percent of donations collected from May ! - 31, 2015 will be donated to Make-A-Wish, with a guaranteed minimum contribution of $75,000. For more information, visit wish.org 


» Platform 
PlayStation 4 
PC * Mac * Linux 
” style 
1-Player Action 
» Publisher 
Devolver Digital 
» Developer 


Dodge Roll Games 


» Release 


2015 


» Platform 
PlayStation 4 * PC 
» Style 

| -Player Action 
(4-Player Online) 

» Publisher 
Paradox Interactive 
» Developer 
Ruffian Games 

» Release 


2015 
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enter The Gungeon 


Dur je ! crawlın Û Nith heavy 


mash-up, with more than a touch of 

silly humor thrown in for good measure. 
| explored a few hours of the upcoming 
rogue-lite dungeon crawl, and came away 
excited by the way the developer is exploring 
advancemerıt and procedural generation in a 
nuanced manner. 

Enter the Gungeon gives the player control 
of one of several adventurers, each of whom 
has a history they want wiped clean. That 
goal leads them to the mysterious planet of 
the Gungeon to recover a gun that can kill the 
past. Classic dungeon-crawl conventions are 
all reimagined through the prism of ridiculous 
guns. Gundead monsters roam the halls of the 


|) odge Roll Games' debut is a rollicking 
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“ollowpoln! 


Tactical fun for fouı 


first look suggests. The cooperative 

tactical shooter is a challenging experi- 
ence that had us scrambling for safety from 
a hail of gunfire in any given mission. With 
myriad upgrades and power-ups, an endless 
selection of missions, and a clever twist on 
2.5D persepective, Hollowpoint grew deeper 
the longer | played. 

In the future, you and your buddies are 
mercenary operatives working for the vast 
corporations that govern everyday life. Through 
infiltration and assault, you further your 
employer's interests and complete objectives 
to hamper their enemies. Each mercenary 
enters the field with his or her own selection of 
abilities and weapons to aid the team. Knowing 
when to pull out the shotgun for close-range 
hits or the sniper rifle to bring down the distant 
guard behind cover becomes key to success. 
In addition, knowing when to deploy auto-tur- 
rets, health dispensers, or any number of other 
power-ups can save the day. 

Battles play out in procedurally generated 
industrial bases filled with crates to hide 
behind for cover. Objectives are assigned 
on the fly, like rescuing previously captured 
operatives or overpowering incoming waves 
of enemies. Familiar radial aiming and shoot- 
ing with the right stick handles foes that 
come on to the same two-dimensional plane 
as you, but enemies also assault from the 


ollowpoint is far more complex than a 


underground labyrinth. Ghosts with gangster- 
style tommy guns try to take you out. One early 
boss, the Gatling Gull, is a giant black bird that 
erupts with muscles and pulls out a chain gun. 

Each run has you starting fresh, but Dodge 
Roll has implemented some smart tricks to 
communicate a sense of progression and avoid 
the questionable level design of many proce- 
durally generated titles. As you move through 
floors of the Gungeon and collect new items, 
the loot table gets updated with new potential 
pick-ups. In addition, while each floor layout 
is mostly random, the rooms interconnect in 
logical and meaningful ways, rather than with 
numerous dead ends and pointless turns. 

The expanding selection of 200-plus weapons 


background. Holding down L2 switches your 
targeting into the background, which lets you 
take out foes as they charge into position. 
Between missions, you apply XP earned on 
your recent contract to outfit your mercenary 
into ever better and more powerful equipment. 
With such detailed customization, | found myself 
thinking about how my fellow players and | could 


adds variety and strategy. Whether popping 
enemies with a nail gun, laying down a spray 
of green poison, or charging up a crossbow 
with arrows that bounce off walls, the arsenal 
is creative and exciting. Enemy placement 
and challenge is smart, leading to pitched 
battles. You can flip over tables and other 
environmental objects to use as cover as the 
bullets fly. The team's namesake move, the 
dodge roll, grants brief invulnerability as you 
dive out of danger. 

Even in this early version, Enter the Gungeon 
plays smoothly and the action loop is engaging. 
I'm eager to delve further into the Gungeon's 
depths, and see what Dodge Roll has in store 
at the bottom. » Matt Miller 


3 4. Lock, load, and toss è gun in! 
» d č he 


m 
Û 
y 


specialize to be ready for any given situation. 

Hollowpoint supports solo play, but Ruffian’s 
new project is at its best with a skilled and 
communicative online team. Even early mis- 
sions provided a hefty challenge. | suspect 
Hollowpoint should be an easy go-to for 
friends looking for a slightly more hardcore 
twist on cooperative play. » Matt Miller 


Hebel Galaxy 
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| ake the naval combat of Assassin's 
Creed IV: Black Flag, transpose 
the action into space, then add 
commerce and role-playing features 
into the mix, and you have a sense of 
why it's worth getting excited about 
Rebel Galaxy. Two co-founders of Runic 
Games (Torchlight) are ready for a break 
from swords & sorcery, and their ambi- 
tious outer space game looks gorgeous. 
Rebel Galaxy is all about controlling a 
massive ship as it confronts one threat 
after the next across the vastness of 
a procedurally generated galaxy. "You 
don't engage a single craft here; it's 
more about how you engage an entire 
battlefield," says Double Damage CEO 
Travis Baldree. "Having control of a larger 
vessel with many weapons systems 
and subsystems, taking care in how you 
maneuver, switching between combat 
stations (and manning them) in real time, 
and assessing threats at different ranges 
and with different combat effects works 
very well and is totally different than more 
traditional cockpit-style, sim gameplay." 
The story follows the relative of an 
infamous space pirate. "After being out 
of your life for a decade, she contacts 
you with the access codes to a beat-up, 
junker of a ship," Baldree says. As you 
set out to a meet-up with your aunt, the 
adventure takes some unexpected turns. 
Expect to become an outlaw, mercenary, 
or trader, encounter aliens, and make 
choices that shape the politics and sta- 


bility of entire star systems. "Bribery, per- 
suasion, and intimidation are all workable 
options," Baldree says. 

Over the course of the game, you 
gain access to a number of big ships, 
each catered to different play styles. 
“There are nimble corvettes with limited 


weaponry but high maneuverability and 
lumbering dreadnaughts that are slow, 


but bristling with turrets and broadside 
ports," Baldree says. Players can cus- 
tomize the engines, deflectors, and even 
internal software of each ship. 

In between fights and interactions, 
you can zoom out to a live view of the 
solar system, and zoom in to look at 
mining operations, military patrols, or 
relief vessels. "For longer-distance travel 
between solar systems, you'll use jump- 
gates, once you have enough scratch to 
purchase a jump drive," Baldree says. 
Space is anything but empty. Double 
Damage promises lightning storms, 
crystalline objects, derelect ships, and 
dense nebulae to explore. 

Some games sound almost too good 
to be true; if Rebel Galaxy is as engaging 
as it sounds, this small team could have 
a big hit on its hands. » Matt Miller 


» Platform 
PlayStation 4 
Xbox One * PC * Mac 


» Style 

| -Player Action/Strategy 
» Publisher 

Double Damage Games 

» Developer 

Double Damage Games 


» Release 


2015 
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It's your time to RISE 


in business 
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Rising through the ranks in all industries with real tech 
credentials is the key To seizing the best business 
opportunities. Technology innovation and those who.can 
lead the patent process and help bring new products to 
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market are in demand to empower todays business. This 


* 


elite bachelor of science degree in business technology wilt 
set you apart from the crowd. You can distinguish yourself 
as a leading thinker in the tech that drives business while 
assuring your trajectory. Find out how to rise to the top of 
business with this prestigious degree. Education and real 
tech street cred can be the difference between you and the 


generic business program graduates 


e pedigree of becoming a UAT graduate 
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» Platform 
PlayStation 4 


» Style 

| -Player Action 
» Publisher 
Square Enix 

» Developer 
Omega Force 


» Release 
2015 


» Platform 
Vita 

» Style 

| -Player Action/ 
Adventure 


» Publisher 
NIS America 
» Developer 
spike Chunsoft 


» Release 
Fall 


Dragon Quest Heroes 


Dragon Quest meets Dynasty Warriors' fast-paced action 


is the next series getting the Dynasty 

Warriors treatment. Square Enix recently 
announced plans to bring a new hybrid, 
Dragon Quest Heroes, to North America as 
a PS4 exclusive. This is a pleasant surprise 
considering the publisher passed on taking 
Dragon Quest X and the Dragon Quest VII 
remake stateside. 

Dragon Quest is known for its traditional 
turn-based battle system, but this isn't the 
first time the franchise has tried a flashier, 
more action-oriented approach. In 2008, 
Dragon Quest Swords launched on the Wii, 
taking advantage of the motion controls, 
but ended up a disappointment. Heroes has 
much more potential, since Dynasty Warriors 
developer Omega Force has a better track 
record at creating thrilling action. 

In Dragon Quest Heroes, monsters suddenly 
start attacking the peaceful village of Erusaze. 
This leads to you teaming up with memorable 
characters from Dragon Quest IV through VIII, 
like Yangus and Jessica from VIII and Bianca 
and Nera from V, to put an end to the chaos. 

As expected, the game has you slicing 
through waves of iconic Dragon Quest 
monsters, like slimes and drackies. However, 
Dragon Quest Heroes also allows you to use 
magic and turrets to get an edge. On the 
battlefield, you control one character, while 
the A.I. takes control of your three allies. You 


VI ove over, Hyrule Warriors. Dragon Quest 
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can swap between characters at any time. 
Levels aren't all just about cutting down 
swarms of enemies; some adopt a tower- 
defense approach, where you must protect 
a person or place. You also collect coins from 
defeating monsters, which can then be used 
for summoning creatures to help you during 
laborious fights. Dragon Quest Heroes also 
has a similar leveling system to the other 
games, where you decide which skills and 
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stat boosts you want to unlock. 

Dragon Quest Heroes offers plenty of nos- 
talgia to keep fans hacking-and-slashing 
through enemies. I'm curious to see how the 
casts from previous games come together 
and interact. The game already released 
in Japan and was received well enough to 
encourage Square Enix to release it here. Time 
will tell how it fares with a Western audience. 

Kimberley Wallace 
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Danganronpa Another Episode: Ultra Despair Girls 


ourviving a Monokuma outbreak 


f the past two Danganronpa entries have 
taught us anything, it's to expect murder, 
mind games, and a demented bear named 
Monokuma. This formula has proven suc- 
cessful for the visual novel, helping the niche 
series find a dedicated fanbase. Now NIS 
America is releasing a new game that bridges 
the gap between the first two entries, Trigger 
Happy Havoc and Goodbye Despair. 
Danganronpa Another Episode: Ultra Despair 
Girls follows two heroines, Toko and Komaru. 
Fans already know Toko, the ultimate writer, 
from Trigger Happy Havoc. Komaru also 
shares a connection to the first game - she's 
the sister of its protagonist, Makoto Naegi. 
Komaru has been imprisoned in an apartment 


for the past year, unexposed to the bleak and 
violent world before her. She finally steps into 
the chaos when the Future Foundation's mis- 
sion to rescue her gets thwarted by hundreds 
of attacking Monokumas. 

Whenever anything related to Monokuma 
shows up, it means a sinister plot is at hand. 
A new group and leader is at the root of the 
attack, and their mission is to turn the city into 
a children's paradise. To achieve this utopia, 
the group wants to exterminate all adults. 
Komaru and Toko must team up to find a way 
to escape the group's clutches and put a stop 
to the insanity. 

This entry ditches the past games' court- 
room minigames in favor of third-person 


shooting sequences. As you navigate the city, 
rampaging Monokumas abound, and your 
only weapon is a hacking gun to shoot them 
down. You can equip different ammo types, 
such as paralyzing bullets, to get an upper 
hand on the ambushes. The game isn't just 
about shooting down sinister bears though; 
group members called Monokuma Kids also 
try to get in the way by challenging you to 
puzzles and riddles. 

Danganronpa is known for its insane twists, 
so things are guaranteed to be demented. 
Who knows just which familiar faces we'll run 
into? After all, Ultra Despair Girls should finally 
answer some lingering questions from the first 
game's finale. » Kimberley Wallace 


Puzzle & Dragons Z+ 
Puzzle & Dragons Super Mario Bros. Edition 
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// \ ne of my favorite match-three games The game follows the same orb-matching replayable, and some of them include multiple — » Platform 
| | of the past few years has been Puzzle & mechanic, which allows players to tap a routes - selected by matching orbs of one 3DS 

—/ Dragons, which combines an interest- colored orb on the playfield and drag it color or the other. » Style 
ing orb-matching system with the tantalizing around for as long as time allows. Other orbs The two games are excellent companions. 1 -Player Puzzle 
prospect of building up a roster of monsters, are displaced according to the selected orb's After learning the basics with Mario, players can » Publisher 
demons, and dragons. Nintendo took heed of path, which is one of the reasons | like it so experience deeper monster-collecting action in Nintendo 
GungHo's hit game, and the result of their col- much. Instead of feeling as though I'm at the Puzzle & Dragons Z. l'm planning on dividing my | 

: à; i ; ; » Developer 
laboration is a Mario-themed twist on the con- mercy of some random number generator, time between both. | learned to grow attached GungHo u 
cept, and an updated version of the original. there's opportunity to become more skilled to my menagerie in P&D, but it's hard to beat the : 

As much as | loved Puzzle & Dragons, the over time. chance of collecting and fighting beside some of ™” Release 
free-to-play model was a hurdle for some To attack, you match orbs that correspond Mario's greatest foes. » Jeff Cork May 46 
players. I've spent an embarrassing amount of to the characters on your team. Line up larger 
cash on the game, but | get why others might combos, and all of them attack at once, 1 DAON E pot ies i x | 
not be so keen on doing the same. In spite unleashing a screen-filling fire attack, for 
of recent experiments with microtransactions attack as well. In addition to whittling down 
with games like Rusty's Real Deal Baseball and your health pool, these attacks can also affect 
Pokémon Shuffle, Nintendo is sidestepping gameplay. Dry Bones can temporarily blacken 
criticism by eliminating them altogether. spaces on the playfield, forcing you to rely 

Puzzle & Dragons Super Mario Bros. Edition on memory to make your combos. A boss 
may be bringing up the rear in the title, but it's | battled frosted up the screen, obscuring it 
a great place to start for new players or those and making it difficult to proceed. Once bosses 
looking for a slightly new take on the familiar are defeated, you earn rewards including new 
gameplay. Players choose a leader such as allies and crafting components. 

Mario or Luigi (each of whom have individual There are more than 80 characters to collect 
strengths), and a variety of supporting char- in the Super Mario Bros. game (and more 
acters drawn from a pool of the Super Mario than 250 in Puzzle & Dragons Z), and they 
franchise’s baddies. After that, you drop into a can be upgraded by using those crafting 
Super Mario Bros. 3-style overworld map and items. You also level up your hero and gain 
get to work. additional attacks and powers. Dungeons are 
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Outstanding. A truly elite title that is nearly perfect in every 
way. This score is given out rarely and indicates a game 
that cannot be missed. 


Superb. Just shy of gaming nirvana, this score is a high 
recommendation because the game reviewed is head- 


and-shoulders above its competition. 
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91 Pillars Of Eternity 


Obsidian Entertainment has had a lot of experience in the role- 
playing genre, and its expertise is plainly apparent in the long- 
awaited release of its Kickstarter-funded fantasy adventure. Pillars 


of Eternity's thoughtfully crafted world and characters combine with 


| fantastic quest design and combat rooted in the Infinity Engine tacti- 


cal affairs of yesteryear. The battle for Game of the Month was close, 


> e with Pillars of Eternity, Broken Age, and Mortal Kombat X catering to 
their fanbases and receiving high scores, but we ultimately decided 

to award the honor to Obsidian's ambitious project. Don't miss it - 

m" it’s one of the best role-playing games of recent years. 


Flawed. It may be obvious that the game has lots of 


potential, but its most engaging features could be 
undeniably flawed or not integrated into the experience. 


Bad. While some things work as planned, the majority of 
this title either malfunctions or it is so dull that the game 
falls short as a whole. 


Very Good. Innovative, but perhaps not the right choice for 


everyone. This score indicates that there are many good 
things to be had, but arguably so. 


Average. The game's features may work, but are nothing 
that even casual players haven't seen before. A decent 
game from beginning to end. 


Limited Appeal. Although there may be fans of games 
receiving this score, many will be left yearning for a more 
rewarding game experience. 


NICO hb JO 


Painful. If there is anything that's redeeming in a game of 
this caliber, it's buried beneath agonizing gameplay and 
uneven execution in its features or theme. 


Broken. Basically unplayable. This game is so insufficient 
in execution that any value would be derived in extremely 
small quantities, if at all. 


Bantha Poodoo. 


For more information on the age classification ratings in our reviews, head to gameinformer.com/ratings 
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Awarded to games 
that score between 
9.75 and 10 


Awarded to games 
that score between 
9 and 9.5 


Awarded to games 
that score between 
8.5 and 8.75 


The award for the 
most outstanding 
game in the issue 


ortal Kombat 


A deadly alliance of old and new 


gare former 
COLD 


ortal Kombat X continues the tradi- 

tion of excellent 2D fighting mechanics 

mixed with the series’ signature gore. 
Projectiles fly, uppercuts are thrown, and blood 
rains down as the two fighters engage in a fight 
to the death. The X-ray attacks and hallmark 
fatalities are as graphic as ever, and the result 
is a level of violence that can have you wincing 
one minute and laughing the next. 

Calling back to its arcade roots, Mortal 
Kombat X is best enjoyed with another player. 
Sitting side-by-side with your opponent works 
best, but the online suite gives players a lot of 
options, allowing players to battle in head-to- 
head matchups, team battles, and king-of-the- 
hill lobbies. 

Though the combat is familiar, NetherRealm 
has made improvements. New level interac- 
tions, which allow characters to vault off or 
throw objects, help you escape when you're 
caught in a corner. The options at your dis- 
posal - X-ray attacks, special moves, fatalities, 
and more — provide the deepest combat in the 
series so far. Despite all of the possibilities, 
MK X is approachable for players of all levels. 

Taking place 25 years after the events of the 
last entry, the roster features a good selection 
of classic fighters and new additions. Whether 


e | or 2-Player Fighting (2-Player Online} 


you're dead-set on playing as Scorpion or 
Sub-Zero, or you're looking to find a new main, 
the 24-character roster features a diverse 
collection of characters. NetherRealm did an 
outstanding job with the new additions, with 
Cassie Cage, Erron Black, and Kotal Kahn 
quickly becoming favorites of mine. Each char- 
acter possesses three fighting styles, adding 
further depth to the roster. 

The Living Towers mode is another big 
addition. Playing off of the Challenge Tower 
concept from the last game, MK X's Living 
Towers provide challenges that rotate at 
different frequencies. One tower | played had 
reduced gravity with each fight, making jug- 
gling my opponents easier, while another 
placed me in the shoes of Liu Kang as he 
fought Earthrealm's biggest adversaries. 

With three separate Living Towers - one that 
changes hourly, one that changes daily, and 
a premier one that updates with event-driven 
objectives - the replayability is high. Players 
can also play more traditional towers that 
include Survivor, Test Your Luck, Test Your 
Might, and Klassic. lest Your Luck quickly 
became my favorite tower, as it adds random 
modifiers like super-speed and player-freezing 
ice balls crashing down on the match. 


Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment 
NetherRealm Studios Re April 14 Rating M 


Also new in MK X is the community-driven 
Faction Wars system. Every day brings new 
challenges, and every task you complete 
earns points for the faction you've joined. 

It's an outstanding way to instill a sense of 
community even for those who prefer to stay 
in the local modes, and | was compelled to 
check the daily challenges every day in order 
to contribute to my team. 

In addition to helping your faction, every 
mode also rewards you with koins, which can 
be used to purchase items such as fatalities, 
concept art, and more in the Krypt. Unlike pre- 
vious games, the Krypt of MK X has you locate 
items through first-person exploration. Enemies 
like wolves and giant spiders attack you, and 
reacting to the encounters fast enough rewards 
you with additional koins. It's an enjoyable 
take on the Krypt concept - and more fun than 
unlocking stuff through a basic menu. 

MK X continues the strong storytelling of the 
previous entry, with action movie cutscenes 
breaking up the onslaught of fights. Even out- 
side of story mode, the movie-like feel carries 
into other modes thanks to the gorgeous graph- 
ics and excellent sound design that ensures 
you hear every bone snap and blood splatter, 
and a dynamic interaction system that sees 
fighters make personal remarks before and 
during battles based on who they are fighting. 

While the last game retold the classic nar- 
rative, MK X presents an entirely new story. 
Though it doesn't actually take place during 
a tournament, it strikes all the notes MK fans 
could want from an all-new arc. While slightly 
hackneyed at times, the story mode remains 
the model single-player mode for all other 
fighting games. 

Mortal Kombat X is a fantastic successor in 
every sense. The mechanics may be similar 
to 2011's strong release, but with so many 
new modes and features permeating every part 
of the experience, it's a worthy upgrade. Mortal 
Kombat X is more than the continuation of 
NetherRealm’s successful vision for 
the franchise; it's one of the best fighting 
games in years. 


Your favorite characters are 
joined by a new generation 
of fighters with added modes 
and a new story 


Fighters and levels are more 
detailed, and the action runs 
smoothly throughout 


Dynamic voice interactions 
before and during matches 
make them feel unique, and 
each gruesome moment 
sounds great 


The familiar combat feels as 
strong as ever, and the level 
interactions add depth 


Brutally satisfying and enjoyable 
in its absurdity, Mortal Kombat X 


carries the franchise's flag high 


High 


Lf f 
Goro is used in game modes ti fe 
as an A.I. character, but he “Nh P, 
isn't included as a part of M P. 


the base game. He's on the 
character select screen, but 
this serves only as a tease for 
the premium DLC. Ed Boon 
has stated that players can 
use downloadable characters 
without purchasing them 
through the Living Towers, 
but it's still disappointing 
(and intrusive) to be con- 
stantly taunted by the four- 
armed leviathan every time 
you're picking a character. 
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» Concept 

Explore the stories of two 
young people, brought 
together through a series of 
surreal events 


» Graphics 

Like a Little Golden Book 
come to life, with a rich 
illustrated style and whimsical 
character designs 


» Sound 
A seamless transition from 
Act I, it remains a treat for 
your ears 


» Playability 

A few gameplay twists in 
Act II would have benefited 
from explanation, but it 
remains eminently simple to 
play — even as the puzzles 
become trickier 


» Entertainment 

Whether you're new to the 
journey or playing to see 
how it ends, Broken Age is a 
wonderful coming-of-age tale 
that's worth the trip 


» Replay Value 
Moderate 


The PlayStation 
Difference 

PlayStation 4 * Vita 
Though it released in two acts 
on PC, Broken Age on P54 
and Vita is one continuous 
experience; owners of those 
systems weren't able to play 
any of it until now. There's 
no real difference between 
the versions, aside from the 
controls. On Vita, the system's 
touchscreen can be used to 
tap points of interest. The 
right analog stick is used on 
both platforms to efficiently 
zip between hotspots on 

the screen. It eliminates the 
annoyance of pixel-hunting, 
though you're free to use 

the left stick to manually 
move your cursor if that's 
your thing. Taken as a whole 
creation, the game is as great 
on PlayStation as it is on PC. 
Score: 9.25 
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Style 1-Player Adventure Publisher Double Fine Productions Developer Double Fine Productions Release April 21 Rating E10+ 


of a cliffhanger, and left me wondering 

what Vella and Shay would be doing 
next. Thank goodness | wasn't holding my 
breath; a year after the first half was released, 
Broken Age's story has come to a conclusion 
that is absolutely worth the wait. 

| spent hours playing the first half of Broken 
Age's concurrent stories, wondering how they 
were connected. They couldn't have been 
more different - Vella was a tough young 
woman who bucked tradition because, well, it 
was stupid. Shay lived an isolated and coddled 
existence on a spaceship, and he desperately 
wanted to see what was behind its toddler-toy 
facade. Thanks to the cliffhanger at the end 
of Act |, we know a lot more about them - but 
just as I'd grown fond of each character and 
figured out how their lives intersected, they 
were yanked apart. Without revealing too much 
about the previous installment, this half depicts 
what happens after Shay and Vella switch 
places; Vella is in the lonely spacecraft, and 
Shay is ejected onto Shellmound Beach. 

People often get carried away and say that 
a sequel or chapter changes everything you 
think you knew about a world. Broken Age's 
second act doesn't do that. There are sur- 
prises and big revelations, to be sure, but the 
world remains largely familiar - and that's one 
of its many strengths. When | started guiding 
Vella through Shay's ship, | had a nagging 
suspicion that this part of the game was going 
to be shorter and less ambitious than what 
came before. Doors that | could walk right 
through in Act | were now broken, and paths 
I'd walked on were blocked off. It's not until 
| switched to Shay that | fully appreciated 
what's going on. 

The first half of Broken Age was about set- 
ting up the pieces and then knocking them 
over with a well-intentioned swipe of the 
arm. Now, players - and our heroes - have 


H roken Age's first act ended on one heck 


to sort through the consequences of those 
actions. You don't knock a sacrifice-craving 
deity out of the sky without causing a few 
ripples after all. Some of the effects are obvi- 
ous; | approached Marshall Dune to say hello, 
but he still has the pitch pipe stuck in his 
throat and it's impossible to decipher what 
he's trying to say. Car'l has left her husband 
behind in Meriloft to try her hand at fishing. 
That pile of fish guts continues to reek. Others 
reveal themselves over time. 

On the ship, Vella learns more about her 
greater role in the world, while sorting through 
and repairing the damage she caused. Shay, 
too, feels the consequences of Vella's actions - 
fortunately she left a positive effect on the 
people she met. The talking (and puking) tree, 
however, is one notable exception. Vella con- 
tinues to develop as a determined and strong 
character in her portion of the story. Meanwhile, 
Shay's experience with being duped makes 
him particularly well-suited to deal with Broken 
Age's cast of supporting characters. 

Game designer Tim Schafer recommends 
that players start from the very beginning of 
the game before playing through the new 
content — even those who have already com- 
pleted Act |. | took his advice, and | recom- 
mend you do the same. It made moments like 
revisiting the snake in the forest that much 
better, since | still had the agony of wondering 
what was behind him fresh in my mind. Note: 
The payoff is supremely stupid and great. 

Vella's time on the ship becomes more 
interesting as time goes on, too, but it's her 
turn to feel isolated. One of the reasons Shay 
was eager to get off the ship was because he 
was so lonely, and Vella doesn't have much of 
a chance to socialize, but the few characters 
she encounters are funny and unexpected. | 
know humor is subjective, but | think Broken 
Age represents the apex of Double Fine's writ- 
ing. The laughs don't come from desperate 


pop-culture references and forced slapstick. 
Instead, it's reminiscent of hanging out with 
a funny friend; the lighthearted tone and 
surface whimsy are present throughout, but 
there's also the same sinister undertone 
beneath the whipped-cream coating. It's a 
delicate balance that never wobbles too far 
in one direction. 

The first act had its share of tricky puzzles, 
but | worked through most of them and 
lucked out through the rest. Act Il isn't nearly 
as forgiving, but it is just as fair. Two of the 
standouts involve unraveling a tricky knot 
by proxy, and a deeply involved puzzle built 
around robotics. By the time | finished play- 
ing, | had piles of scrap paper around me, 
which | consider the sign of a game well done. 
Solutions are logical, and don't rely on obtuse 
adventure-game logic; | was almost always 
left thinking, "Oh, of course," after finally 
punching in the final step of a tricky puzzle. 

Act Il does something that's a bit jarring, 
however. While you can swap between 
characters at will in Act I, it's purely optional. 
| completed Vella's Act | adventure in its 
entirety before moving over to Shay's, for 
example. In the second part of the game, a 
couple of puzzles require swapping charac- 
ters to find clues. One of the instances is so 
clever that | feel bad for calling it out, but it 
feels unfair to rely on the swapping mechanic 
after conditioning players to see it as optional. 

| was happy to rejoin Shay and Vella and 
help guide them through this adventure's con- 
clusion. Who doesn't want to root for a pair of 
underdogs, especially when they're up against 
forces that seem to relish in ignorance? In 
spite of the bizarre human-sacrifice mythology 
and space-simulation hijinks, Broken Age is a 
wonderful tale grounded in relationships and 
how two people - no matter how insignificant 
they might seem - can make a difference. 

, Jeff Cork 
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first in a planned downloadable trilogy - 

is the best spin-off this franchise has 
received so far, rising high above the mostly 
garbage mobile and handheld titles. The 2.5D 
stealth title blends signature Assassin's Creed 
elements and plenty of influence from 2012's 
Mark of the Ninja. I'm glad somebody's bor- 
rowing from Klei Entertainment's brand of plat- 
forming, sneaking, and killing, as it fits well with 
Ubisoft's world. 

The protagonist, Shao Jun, returns from 
her appearance in Assassin's Creed Embers, 
where she trained with an older Ezio Auditore. 
A Templar gang called the Tigers previously 
drove out and killed most of the Assassins in 
China, and she's back for revenge. 

Shao Jun proves to be an agile platformer, 
running, crouching, climbing, and jumping 
throughout 12 memory sequences (there are 
no current-day components). Most of the 
gameplay consists of entering a large area 
patrolled by increasing amounts and varieties 
of guards. Their vision cones pan back and 
forth. You scan with blue eagle vision to see 
farther ahead and track their routes. Then it's a 
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matter of darting between hiding spots, toss- 
ing out noise darts for distractions, stunning 
guards with firecrackers, snapping a neck here, 
stabbing a back there, and hiding the bodies. 
Most everything controls tightly except for that 
last bit; | always had to hit the "pick up body" 
button several times to get it to work. You can't 
mash it until it works, because Shao Jun will lift 
and drop the body. When the windows for kill- 
ing and hiding without getting caught are this 
tight, it's frustrating to be undone by something 
that should work. 

That said, | enjoyed thinking my way through 
encounters. Strategizing a creative route, killing 
that one annoying guard that seems to be look- 
ing everywhere, and then earning a perfect gold 
rating when you hit that next checkpoint feels 
great. These ratings are tallied up at the end 
(alongside side-mission bonuses like rescu- 
ing slaves), and certain score thresholds grant 
upgrades like new abilities and more health. 

| couldn't resist going for these rewards, so | 
was thankful for the quick checkpoint reload. | 
didn't die often, since | would reload if anyone 
saw me at all. The only times this approach fal- 
ters are when an unskippable cutscene drags 
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Style 1-Player Action Publisher Ubisoft Developer Climax Studios, Ubisoft Montreal Release April 21 Rating T 


things down, or you're stuck waiting around 
for a particularly elaborate patrol routine to 
play out. 

The in-game maps of these relatively large 
stages are always fully visible, but several 
require syncing from a high point to see the 
pickups scattered about. The layout is a bland 
gray with black and white icons, making them 
hard to see. The maps lack detail in general, 
showing useless building exteriors during 
interior sequences, and | constantly wished | 
could zoom out more than the claustrophobic 
view allowed. 

A handful of fast-paced escape sequences 
are tossed in to break up the core stealth 
gameplay. Fire roars from behind as you sprint 
and hop around all manner of obstacles and 
quick-kill guards standing still with their backs 
to you. While | appreciated the change of 
pace and opportunity to go full throttle, noth- 
ing really sets it apart from a standard runner 
game experience. 

A little over halfway through the campaign, 
the gameplay starts to lose steam. Patrols get 
more elaborate, but you're stuck using all the 
same old tools. While the game introduces 
several new enemy types, almost all of them 
behave the same on patrols (and all die from 
a well-timed Assassin stab). You can't experi- 
ence how much stronger and faster they are 
unless you get caught, which is never sup- 
posed to happen anyway. 

This isn't helped by the underwhelming 
story about assassinating one villainous 
Templar after another. The end doesn't spice 
things up, and it also leaves a thread open 
to remind you there are two more of these 
games left. | just hope they've got enough dif- 
ferentiating features to keep players invested. 
» Bryan Vore 
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» Concept 
Blend Assassin's Creed with 
Mark of the Ninja 


» Graphics 

The watercolor-and-ink look 
works well, and movement 
toward and away from the 
screen adds depth to the maps 


» Sound 

Cutscene dialogue is well- 
done, though Shao Jun sounds 
a little British for some reason. 
Enemy chatter in Chinese gets 
repetitive even if you don't 
know the language 


» Playability 

Platforming and attacks are 
smooth for the most part, but 
picking up bodies is unreliable 
and can get you caught 

» Entertainment 

This spin-off starts strong, 

yet loses steam the further 
you progress 


» Replay Value 
Moderate 
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» Concept 

Most of the focus this year 

is on subtle tweaks and 
upgrades to the visuals and 
user interface. The on-field 
experience remains fantastic, 
even if it is largely the same 


» Graphics 

The attention to detail is 
impressive, capturing the 
utmost of realism in player 
likenesses, mannerisms, and 
(new this year) celebrations 
and tantrums 


» Sound 

A new radio show captures 
the excitement of season 
play. The play-to-player 
commentary is rock solid, 
showing another reduction in 
repeated lines 


Most of the content carries 
over from last year. The A.I. is 
toned down to bring out more 

uncertainty in fielding 


» Entertainment 

The best game of baseball you 
can play returns in nearly the 

same shape it was in last year 


» Replay Value 
High 
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a team frozen in time. From the soon- 

to-be-over-the-hill Alex Rodriguez to a 
lineup filled with 30-somethings like Brian 
McCann, Carlos Beltran, and Mark Teixeira, 
the roster screams of yesteryear. Until these 
players' lengthy contracts expire, the Bronx 
Bombers won't see much young blood on the 
roster. This year's MLB 15: The Show parallels 
the aging Yankees, offering a familiar package 
of gameplay and modes, but little in terms of 
exciting new content. 

That's where developer Sony San Diego runs 
into a bit of a dilemma: Should the focus be on 
improving the foundation of modes like Road 
to the Show, Franchise, and Diamond Dynasty, 
or should more effort be applied to delivering 
new experiences? Seeing that this year's top 
additions in The Show are players trotting to 
first base on sure outs, licensed gear, collect- 
ible loot, user-initiated cutoffs, reduced load 
times, and improved trade logic, it may be time 
for Sony to experiment again - like 2K Sports 
did with the story mode in its NBA series. 

And why not? The core of this baseball 
experience is fantastic, offering a wide variety 
of finely honed gameplay mechanics that 
embody the realism of the sport. It also looks 
better than it ever has. New fielding animations 
bring exciting new possibilities to the field, like 
players throwing their bodies in harm's way to 
knock down wild hops or doing their best Neo 
impressions from The Matrix to avoid getting 
hit by them. In years past, Sony honed in on 
the lifelike details for star players, bringing their 
stances, batter's box waggles, and swings to 
the game. This year, many of these players' 
personalities are included in the game, and 
they often add a little more excitement or ten- 
sion to a particular play. Anthony Rizzo takes 
a few extra seconds to gloat after clobbering a 
ball, and Yasiel Puig always seems to be fired 
up. These sequences don't occur often, but I'd 
recommend not pressing buttons to speed up 
the presentation when the game is on the line. 

The improvements on the field unfortunately 
shine a brighter spotlight on the series" little 
visual problems. After a first baseman makes 


| he 2015 New York Yankees look like 


a beautiful backhanded grab and control is 
handed to the player to run to first, the shift in 
weight and momentum looks awkward - like 
someone hit fast-forward on a DVD player. 
The transitional animation from a player roar- 
ing out of the batter's box and slowing to 

a trot also has a little hitch in it every time. 
These are minor complaints, but they do 
stand out in a game that goes the extra mile 
to nail the nuances of the sport. 

On-field control offers a number of sig- 
nificant, little tweaks. A simplified menu for 
defensive shifts allows players to deploy strat- 
egies with ease. | used it for most batters. As 
| mentioned earlier, user-controlled cutoffs are 
a huge addition. Let's say you throw the ball 
to home, but realize you have a better chance 
of cutting down a runner at second; you can 
tap a button to have your infielder snag the 
ball mid-air and hurl it to second. It's a small 
addition, but a serious game-changer. 

The battle between the pitcher and batter 
is mostly the same this year, but players 
have one new option to explore when stand- 
ing at the dish. Directional hitting, a batting 
mechanic that allows players to influence 
where the ball is hit by looking for a specific 
pitch location, can be immensely satisfying... 
when it works. It has an incredibly low suc- 
cess rate, and is mostly for veteran players 
who are great at reading pitches. | would 
only switch to it when | wanted to expose a 
defensive shift or try to direct a bunt down a 
baseline. Even if you guess a specific pitch 
location correctly, it doesn't work every time, 
mind you; timing and number crunching are 
factored into its success rates. 

When it comes to this year's modes, sim- 
plification is the name of the game. Franchise 
mode is largely the same as it was last 
season, but now offers a streamlined trade 
system boasting a handy finder option, as 
well as yearly goals for managers. 

Transferable saves ended up being a bust 
for me. Yes, it's great that you can continue 
a career from MLB 14 with all of the new 
gameplay and graphical perks in tow, but the 
roster holds true to your franchise or Road to 


the Show career, and doesn't accommodate 
the trades or signings made in the real world. | 
found l'd much rather have up-to-date rosters 
than carried over statistics. 

Road to the Show is the same song and 
dance as last year, but does veer into the ter- 
ritory of fantastical magic through collectible 
gear that gives your player significant and 
immediate boosts in attributes. The gear is 
a part of The Show's new collectible trading 
cards, which come in purchasable packs using 
the in-game currency. Given that Road to the 
Show is about honing a player's skills through 
play, it's odd that the fastest way to improve 
his skills is to throw on a new pair of shoes. 

Trading cards also have an odd usage in 
Diamond Dynasty. After assembling a team of 
players, leftover cards can be "fed" to your cre- 
ated player. Eating other players (this is really a 
thing) gives your player stat boosts, which feels 
out-of-place in a game so focused on getting 
the details right. The new streamlined menus 
for Diamond Dynasty make it easier to get into, 
but the overall online performance continues to 
be erratic and unreliable, making this mode a 
tough sell as a destination. 

When lag is prominent, fielding and base 
running have all sorts of problems, including 
fielders not applying tags as runners round 
the bases. After a tag is missed, the lag in 
input can be so severe that they don't throw 
the ball to the next base in time, something 
you don't even see in Little League ball. When 
lag wasn't a problem, | did participate in the 
cleanest online matches l've had in franchise 
history. Unfortunately, those games were the 
minority. Some kind of interference affected 
most games. 

As Sony continues updating the legacy 
features - tweaks that undoubtedly make 
the game better and more user friendly - a 
long-time fan of the series like me can't help 
but look at the innovations occurring in other 
sport- games and wonder why Sony hasn't 
taken more chances. It's still a hell of a game, 
but if you come back to it year in and year 
out, this season's offering doesn't have much 
of a spark. » Andrew Reiner 
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| appealing often results in something 

| easy and simplistic. Pillars of Eternity is 
proof that role-playing games can be engag- 
ing and challenging no matter the player, 
and embrace complexity in storytelling and 
gameplay without sacrificing a wider audi- 
ence. Obsidian's crowd-funded return to the 
RPGs of yesteryear is a triumph; its rich cast of 
characters, myriad upgrade options, and story- 
filled quests are the equal of any modern genre 
entry, and a suitable successor to the games 
that engendered it. 

The world of Eora is inspired by the Dungeons 
& Dragons settings, but has enough twists and 
turns to feel distinct and memorable. Souls 
regenerate on an endless wheel of reincar- 
nation, slowly eroding with the passage of 
generations. Some individuals can read these 
souls, and others manipulate them, but when 
children begin to be born without souls, trouble 
is afoot. Awakened to an ancient but forgotten 
connection to the situation, your personalized 
hero sets out to uncover the truth. 

Central party members are unusual varia- 
tions on established archetypes, from an 
Inuit-inspired dwarven ranger to a wizard with 
multiple personalities. Books and journals 
illustrate a painstaking attention to detail for 
the world's lore. Lengthy conversations and 
observations read almost like a visual novel, 
painting a picture with words that will leave 
text-skippers missing out on the bulk of the 
nuance. Even if some sections are overwritten 
or slow, the writing itself is imaginative. 

The rules are elegant and flexible. Rooted 
in D&D-style mechanics, Pillars of Eternity 
nonetheless recognizes opportunities for 
improvements in the digital space. Learning 
the intricacies of all the abilities, spells, 
defenses, magic items, and classes would 


VI aking a game broadly accessible and 


Of Eternity 


Style 1-Player Role-Playing Publisher Paradox Interactive 
Developer Obsidian Entertainment Release March 26 Rating M 


be a colossal task, but a smooth learn- 

ing curve assures that progress never feels 
overwhelming. Class staples like the rogue 
and paladin are joined by innovations like the 
soul-channeling cipher or musical chanter, and 
every class has some fun tricks. Whether you 
create an entire party of your own or slowly 
acquire the preset companions, leveling is a 
joy; meaningful choices between dozens of 
spell and ability options provide the sense 

of a truly customized party. An upgradeable 
stronghold provides further opportunities for 
growth. Investment earns new shopkeepers, 
a prison to hold your enemies, and even new 
bounty quests to attempt. 

Combat is equally customizable, with numer- 
ous difficulty settings and options to cater the 
pause-and-play action to your preferences. 
Character pathing has always been a problem 
in top-down isometric RPGs, and sadly that 
issue is not resolved here; individual move- 
ments often require more babysitting than is 
ideal. However, learning the best use of each 
party member's abilities and deploying into the 
tactically varied battlefields is rewarding. Unlike 
many recent genre staples, you can't rely on 
A.I. to save the day - especially due to the 
danger of friendly fire. Constant, careful control 
of every party member is essential. 

The wilderness locations, dungeons, and 
towns are a testament to carefully crafted 
environments. They are filled with region- 
specific art, interesting puzzles and traps, and 
surprising encounters. Experience points are 
primarily earned through quest completion 
and location discovery, encouraging players 
to chart non-combat solutions in many situ- 
ations. You have a lot of content to explore, 
from large cities to a massive optional dun- 
geon containing a tantalizing mystery. 

The main arc that runs through these 


numerous locations is intriguing, but the 
term "side quests" doesn't do justice to the 
overwhelming depth and number of addi- 
tional adventures available. Whether steering 
towards the larger plot threatening the land 
or exploring an abandoned lighthouse on the 
edge of town, quests play off your expecta- 
tions and often demand difficult choices. The 
mature topics and themes at play include 


issues of religious ecstasy, incest, and torture. 


By taking off the kid gloves, Pillars of Eternity 
elevates the stakes of its own plot, leading up 
to some weighty choices at the conclusion. 

Obsidian has put together a massive game, 
and exploring both the critical path and a 
significant chunk of the side content is a 50+ 
hour project. With an adventure that big, 
standard combat encounters can fall into a 
routine, and the plentiful reading involved 
may not be for everyone. However, players 
who have been waiting for a deep, true role- 
playing epic are virtually guaranteed to fall in 
love. Obsidian should have no shortage of 
fans cheering for another installment, and I'll 
be among them. » Matt Milleı 
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» Concept 

Explore a fertile fantasy 
world in which the power 
and control of souls can 
shape nations 


» Graphics 

Thoughtfully crafted dungeons 
and landscapes, and 
incredible detail on characters 
and their equipment 

» Sound 

A delicate and beautiful 
orchestral soundscape is 
bolstered by excellent voice 
acting, even if much of the 
extensive dialogue is text 


» Playability 

Instantly familiar to devotees 
of the classic Infinity engine 
RPGs, but new players are 
provided a comprehensive 
tutorial in the early hours 


» Entertainment 

A fantastic tactical RPG for 
players looking for a deeper 
and more complex story and 
gameplay expenence 


» Replay Value 
Moderately High 
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Top-down, Zelda-style battles 
against a large gallery of tough 
bosses in the vein of Shadow 
of the Colossus 


The downloadable market is 
filled with visuals inspired by 
the 8-bit era, but the inspired 

enemy designs and mysterious 
environments set this one apart 


The peaceful music that plays 
while exploring the world is 
a clever contrast to the pulse- 
pounding boss tunes 


Some of the hit windows on 
bosses are narrower than the 
design appears to suggest, 
which can be frustrating. 
Otherwise, the controls are 
simple and mostly fair 


You need an abundance 
of patience and a tinge of 
masochistic tendencies to 

enjoy it, but Titan Souls is a 
refreshing return to the brutal 
boss battles of yesteryear 


" 114 


Moderately High 


Titan Souls 


gamenformer 
SILVER 


| « eveloper Acid Nerve recognizes the 
| appeal of a good boss fight, and it 
LA combined the essence of Zelda 

and Shadow of the Colossus into a unique 
package that trims the fat and focuses on 

big confrontations. 

Titan Souls sets players off running with a 
deliciously sparse tutorial. You can run, roll 
dodge, and shoot an arrow that can also be 
magically recalled. Aiming the arrow in the top- 
down perspective is as easy as holding the fire 
button and using an analog stick to aim in the 
right direction. No aiming aid extends beyond 
the top of your arrowhead, so learning to dial in 
clutch shots takes time and patience. 

Speaking of patience, you need lots of it 
if you want to enjoy taking on these tough 


|-Player Action Pu 


bosses. Players confront a varied collection 
of the titular titans (I conquered 16 during my 
playthrough), and they're going to crush you - 
over and over. The mysterious, titan-slaying 
protagonist dies in one hit, and titans can only 
withstand one arrow to their vulnerable spot. 
The result is a tense, challenging, and ulti- 
mately rewarding collection of one-on-ones. 
Howewver, the slightly annoying downtime 
between deaths could've been helped by 
speedier respawns. 

Titan Souls has some of the best boss vari- 
ety l've seen, which is good when the action is 
composed of 100-percent big bad guys. One 
titan is a snowball-chucking yeti with miser- 
ably vulnerable hind quarters. The fiery blob 
that alternates between spewing and inhaling 
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lava is one of my favorites, and requires play- 
ers to make clever use of their unique arrow. 
Unfortunately, sometimes attack windows feel 
narrower than the game leads you to believe. 
Taking on all the titans isn't just a simple 
as a boss rush. Traveling through the large, 
mysterious world offers much-needed down- 
time between repeated, sometimes-stressful 
encounters. The serene, contemplative music 
meshes beautifully with swaying pixelated 
trees, calm ponds, and other ambient elements. 
The distilled formula is a refreshing change 
of pace from the increasingly complex sys- 
tems many modern games present to players. 
If you're looking for a stiff challenge and a 
captivating atmosphere to lose yourself in, 
look no further. 


PEANUT BUTTER LEFT TWIX` 


Dungeons 2 


Keeping the dungeon sim alive 


| -Player Strategy (8-Player Online) 


he life of a dungeon lord isn't easy - 

you have a legion of snotlings complain- 

ing about their wages, lazy orcs getting 
drunk off the dwindling beer supply, and 
your mana reserve is dangerously low. The 
do-gooders above ground are upset at your 
subterranean digging and delving, and they 
keep sending armies down to upset your rule. 
In Dungeons 2, you won't let that stand; you 
grow an unstoppable army backed by power- 
ful magic to decimate the overworld and turn 
the happy-fun flowers and unicorns into your 
own hellacious design. 

Dungeons 2 is clearly influenced by the 
Dungeon Keeper games, giving the player 
control of the dungeon lord's hand to pick up 
minions, slap them around, and identify areas 
to dig and build in. Appealing to players' fond 
memories of Dungeon Keeper is a trick that's 
been tried before - and not with great success. 
Dungeons 2 delivers on the nostalgia of 
the genre-defining classic dungeon sim 
while providing some new experiences. The 


Kalypso Media 


sim-dungeon half of the game is handled 
well, as you create traps, build rooms, collect 
mana and research spells, and carve out your 
own customized cozy niche. 

The second half of Dungeons 2 is more 
focused on real-time strategy elements in the 
overworld areas. Instead of simply playing 
house in your own sim-dungeon, you take 
direct control of your forces above ground. 
Players sling spells in a fashion that gives 
them a chance to show off their microman- 
agement skills, managing battles above and 
economy below at the same time. 

These elements are even more emphasized 
in multiplayer, where close matches have you 
scrambling to handle many elements at once, 
closer to a RTS feel. The first factions offered 
at launch are balanced to accommodate this. 
Dungeons 2 features two playable factions: the 
orc-style Horde and the fiendish Demons. The 
Horde is a potent early aggressor that requires 
less micromagement, while the Demons have 
the advantage in the endgame if you can 
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handle a more frenetic management pace. 

The campaign features a lot of forced humor 
that doesn't always work, but it's a mostly 
entertaining experience that slowly introduces 
each core dungeon feature and keeps you bat- 
tling with the forces of good. It's dull at times, 
but that's the nature of a sim-progression 
experience. The multiplayer components offer 
a much more exciting and involved experience, 
with modes that allow players to skip the dol- 
drums of building up a higher-tier dungeon 
and introduce interesting ways to win. Some 
modes still involve invading other players' 
dungeons, but many are more focused on 
skirmishing over objectives in the overworld. 

Dungeons 2 does an admirable job of chan- 
neling that old-school Dungeon Keeper feel 
into a new title, and fans of the series should 
find some enjoyable evil to be had in the dun- 
geon-sim genre. Swapping between dungeon 
and overworld can make the game feel schizo- 
phrenic at times, but once you get the hang of 
it, it's not a significant detractor. 


Build an impressive dungeon 
and take your evil monsters to 
defile the forces of good on the 
surface realm 


Lighthearted and cartoony, 
bolstering the theme of 
jovial evil 


Lots of little chirps and blurps 
from your army of minions sync 
up well with the gameplay 


Easy to get the hang of 
quickly, especially with early 
campaign stages functioning 
as a "tutorial." More depth and 
skill are showcased with the 
second faction, The Demons, 
and multiplayer mode 


An effort that should please 
long-time Dungeon Keeper 
fans, with additional longevity 
provided by a variety of 
multiplayer modes 


Moderate 


Sd. 


» Concept 

Top-down roguelike 
sensibilities collide with 
driving electronic tunes 
that force you to step 

in time 

» Graphics 

The cartoonish retro 
veneer fits well enough, 
but doesn't leave a 
lasting impression 


» Sound 

The trio of soundtracks are 
excellent motivators for 
enduring this punishing 
labyrinth. Importing your 
own tunes ups the novelty 
factor significantly 


» Playability 

The learning curve is steep, 
especially if you're not the 
toe-tapping type. The item- 
activating button combos 
make things clunky 


» Entertainment 

Finding your flow in the 
music feels incredible, until 
you're crushed by some 
procedurally generated 
monstrosity for the 
umpteenth time 


^ Replay Value 


Moderately High 
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Necrodancer 
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Style 1 or 2-Player Rhythm Publisher Brace Yourself Games 
Developer Brace Yourself Games Release April 23 Rating NR 


^* ood music can make or break a game. A catchy 
E stage theme can burrow into your head longer 
v—/l than a radioactive earwig, while the most abrasive 
offenders suffer music's worst fate: mute. Crypt of the 
Necrodancer pulls off the improbable, delivering three 
awesome soundtracks and weaving your own music 
library into the core of its punishing roguelike gameplay. 
Necrodancer demands players step in time with the 
beat, timing movement and attacks with a tap of the 
arrow keys (which | preferred over the controller) as they 
explore randomized dungeons. Tapping off-beat not only 
erases your coin multiplier (important for buying items 
from shops), but temporarily stops you from moving at all, 
opening you up to attack. This restriction makes evad- 
ing boogying skeletons and harp-headed minotaurs feel 
clumsy at first - like dancing with a stranger at a wed- 
ding. But unlike real life, | found myself gracefully falling 
in line with composer Danny Baranowsky's (Super Meat 
Boy) infectious default soundtrack. Finding your flow 
among the excellent electronic and metal arrangements 
feels amazing. Importing your own tunes is also easy 
and surreal; stabbing bouncing slimes to the Warcraft Il 
soundtrack is more fun than it has any right to be. 
Beyond the musical integration, the structure is similar 
to other roguelikes. Exploring procedurally generated 
mazes, hoping a treasure chest doesn't bite you, and 
digging through walls is all part of the appeal. | loved 
stumbling upon my favorite weapon (a powerful flintlock 
rifle) and stocking up on useful items from the gleefully 
singing shopkeeper. However, | was disappointed by the 
number of floors that kicked off with a huge middle- 
finger, like bosses that bum rush you just as you're finding 
the beat. A few permanent upgrades help take the sting 
out of your repeated deaths, but they run dry far too 
early, making progression feel imbalanced for a modern 
roguelike. Still, purchasing interesting new items to pop- 
ulate your dungeon is an effective carrot on a stick. 
Crypt of the Necrodancer is an uneven experience 
thanks to its built-in unpredictability, but if you want 
to test your digits' dance moves and love great game 
music, it shouldn't be missed. 
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» Concept 

Travel through the wastelands 
in search of spare parts 

and solace 


^ Graphics 

Extremely threadbare — you 
can call it retro, but it's not 
winning any accolades 

for presentation 


» Sound 

Rockets, gunfire, and a 
soundtrack that wears out its 
welcome over the course of 
many, many battles 

» Playability 

surprisingly easy to grasp for a 
tactical roguelike; a new player 
should have the concepts 
down after a game or two 


» Entertainment 

The Mad-Max-meets-FTL 
concept is entertaining for 
a bit, but the constant and 
unwavering combat gets 
repetitive fast — even with 
the customization 


» Replay Value 


High 


Style 1-Player Strategy Publisher Indietopia Games 
Developer Convoy Games Release April 21 Rating NR 


X. / ou're blazing through the wastelands with two cars 
Y pumping out rocket barrages and gunfire on oppos- 
ing bandits seeking to take out your mobile com- 
mand vehicle. Scenery whizzes by as you make haste to 
prevent your cars from crashing into an errant mountain 

or building. Locking on to opponents and taking them 
out one by one, you emerge victorious, collecting some 
valuable spare parts and a tank of fuel. This is Convoy, a 
wasteland romp that channels the post-apocalyptic set- 
tings of Mad Max and mixes things up with the tactical 
roguelike sensibilities of FTL. 

From your initial loadout selection where you select a 
MOV with a variety of abilities, you acquire new vehicles 
to add to your starting echelon of cars as you scavenge 
through the procedurally generated wasteland in search 
of critical pieces to repair your busted-up spaceship. 
Danger lurks behind every event, and while some of the 
encounters on the map include dialogue and negotiation, 
the major focus of Convoy is combat. 

Death is permanent, so your trashed cars won't be 
coming back. If your MCV turns into twisted metal, the 
game is over. This keeps the pressure on as you struggle 
to maintain your cars and keep your fuel topped off as 
you wander around the huge map in search of your key 
objectives. You never feel completely safe, and a single 
battle - even with the weakest of bandit raiders - can 
wreck your entire game if you fail to pay attention. 

Combat is plentiful and simple - just lock on with your 
units and let them fire away with whatever weapons they 
have equipped while you manage cooldowns on your 
MCV. The wrinkle is in positioning, as the varied weapons 
all have different ranges and you have to make sure that 
you watch for upcoming obstacles at all times; battles 
happen on the move and at high speeds, so running into 
the scenery will crush even the best car to smithereens. 
These battles are initially fun, but getting pushed into the 
same bland encounters becomes detrimental to the overall 
experience, Eventually, pushing through each fight as you 
seek to make actual progress is just a painful endeavor. 

You can repair your vehicles at outposts and purchase 
new weapons and other utility items like shields, so these 
essential locations that dot the map should be high on 
your priority list as you travel the expansive wastes. Like 
the combat, outfitting your craft and picking up new ones 
(sometimes through quests) is pretty cool at first, but 
even these aspects sink into a repetitive loop that feels 
like a chore. 

Convoy has its heart in the right place and handles 
the whole post-apocalyptic tactical roguelike approach 
well, but it feels rough around the edges. Gameplay 
degenerates into a slog as you struggle to deal with 
the monotony of the myriad encounters that lurk around 
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the map. » Daniel Tacl 


BOXDOY 


Thinking with boxes 


minds behind Kirby, but you wouldn't 

know by looking at it. Both games share 
protagonists based on geometric shapes, but 
Boxboy's stark world and puzzles contrast 
sharply against the bubbly pink circle the 
developer is known for. 

You control a square boy with the difficult-to- 
pronounce name Qbby who is capable of cre- 
ating a limited number of boxes to help reach 
the end of each level. He can use these boxes 
to create bridges, avoid obstacles, or make 
stairs to climb tall ledges. 

This is a puzzle game first and foremost, and 
with its sparse black-and-white aesthetic, it 
focuses purely on compelling puzzle design. 
The early levels are simple, drip-feeding you 
new obstacles and giving you the opportunity 
to bypass them in a number of different ways. 
It does a great job pacing out the assorted 
obstacles one by one, eventually wrapping 
them together during the final levels. 

An extra optional incentive exists in each 
level to collect crowns by limiting the number 
of boxes you use on your way to the goal. The 
crowns award additional money to buy outfits, 
challenges, and music. Initially, | was turned 
off by the restriction related to collecting 
these desirable bonuses, but the allowance 


» oxboy comes from HAL Laboratory, the 
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of boxes is always ample. It requires extra 
thought to get all the crowns, but I never hit a 
point where | completely abandoned the task 
due to frustration, which is perfect for those 
with the completionist itch like me. 

Everything before the credits represents a 
satisfying puzzle experience, but if you want 
more, a whole new collection of levels opens 
after completion. They're optional, and they 
left me staring at Boxboy's adorable idle 


animations, scratching my head trying to 
figure out what to do next. | admire that these 
difficult puzzles exist, but I'm happy they are 
positioned as bonus content. 

Boxboy is an easy-to-overlook entry in 
the 3DS digital library. It's inexpensive and 
doesn't have a particularly remarkable look 
about it, but its well-designed puzzles con- 
tinue to surprise, making it absolutely worth 
playing. » Kyle Hilliard 


8.25 


3D5 
» Concept 


Create boxes to solve puzzles in 
a stark, black-and-white world 


» G 

Black lines placed against 
a white background create 
a charming and simple 
visual aesthetic 


» Sound 

Developer HAL Laboratory has 
a history of solid composition, 
and Boxboy lives up to its 
standard of good music 


» Playability 
It's not strictly a platformer, but 


it could be; Boxboy moves and 
jumps well 


» Entertainment 

Boxboy finds a good balance 
of difficulty with puzzles that 
challenge, but never get too 
complicated or difficult 


» Replay Value 
Moderate 


ohin Megami Tense; Devil Survivor 2 Record Breaker 


Making the journey exciting again 


hen Devil Survivor 2 launched on 
W the original DS in 2012, it had all of 

the Shin Megami Tensei hallmarks: 
demon fusion, a dark storyline, and a hefty- 
but-satisfying challenge. The complexity of 
the gameplay was impressive, especially 
with how it combined strategy grid-based 
movement with fun turn-based battles that 
focused on exploiting elemental weak- 
nesses. Now it's back for another round 
with Record Breaker, and this enhanced 
port is a great example of how you make a 
re-release worthwhile. 

SMT: Devil Survivor 2 Record Breaker isn't 
just a port of an older game; it provides plenty 
of new content to justify another outing. The 
original game has finally been updated with 
story voiceovers, a better translation, and 
a new 25-hour scenario that continues the 
narrative from where it originally ended. This 
effectively makes Record Breaker feel like two 
games in one. 

Everything that made Devil Survivor 2 good 
the first time is still intact, including a dark 
storyline about a mysterious website that 
forecasts catastrophic deaths. This gripping 
tale continues to unravel in interesting ways in 
the new scenario. If you've already completed 
Devil Survivor 2, you can just go straight to 
the new chapter and bypass replaying the 


Style 1-Player Role-Playing Publisher Atlus Developer Atlus Release May 5 Rating M 


original. Better yet, it also rehashes what hap- 
pened in the previous finale. 

| enjoyed having another reason to step back 
into the world and reunite with past charac- 
ters, but slow pacing and repetition make the 
early missions dull. Essentially, you're recruit- 
ing every character all over again. Thankfully, 
it picks up providing some cool twists later. 

Devil Survivor 2 is challenging, and this 
new scenario is even more difficult. Boss 
battles are vicious and sometimes feel unfair, 
because they can only be bested by grind- 
ing and fusing stronger demons. Even so, 
fusing an awesome demon and feeling the 
difference in battle is rewarding. The progres- 
sion is slow, but tinkering with the systems is 
satisfying, like setting yourself in the position 


to inherit skills that block certain attacks or 
making sure you use attacks that cancel 
enemy turns. The encounters put your skills 
to the test, and challenges like facing enemies 
with no weaknesses are frequent. You can't 
depend on a single tactic to win every fight, 
and | enjoyed racking my brain to make the 
most out of all my turns - even if | had to learn 
through failure to find out where my demons 
were lacking. 

Whether you've played Devil Survivor 2 or 
not, you can't go wrong picking up this edition. 
It's a standalone game, so those who haven't 
played the Devil Survivor series can easily start 
here. The intense battles and demon fusion 
kept me hooked, and the new content offers 
plenty of the same fun. » Kimberley Wallace 


305 
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Provide an enhanced port of 
Devil Survivor 2 along with 
a new 25-hour scenario that 
picks up where the original 
left off 


» Graphics 

The visuals won't blow your 
mind, but they get the job 
done. Character designs stand 
out, but most of the battle 
maps are bland 


» Sound 
The voice acting is well done, 
but the music isn't memorable 


» Play 

Be prepared to grind and 
pay attention to elemental 
weaknesses, because this 
packs an overwhelming 
challenge 


» Entertainment 

Record Breaker charms new 
players with its fun battle 
system and engaging demon 
fusion, and gives old fans 
enough incentive to return 


» Replay Value 
Moderate 
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8 | Affordable 
opace Adventures 


Platform Wii U Release April 9 Rating E 


7.75 | Tower Of Guns 


Platform PlayStation 4, Xbox One, PC 
Release April 7 (PS4), April 10 (Xbox One] 
Rating E104 
Tower of Guns' intense 
firefights and ever-evolving 
environments are best enjoyed 
in Short bursts. Many of your 
attempts end in failure, which 
might entice you to put the 
controller down, but its classic 
high-octane action is enough 
to lure you back for another 
run — at least for a while. 
— Ben Reeves 


Affordable Space Adventures 
is a great puzzle game, and it 
uses the GamePad in interesting 
ways that don't feel like gim- 
micks. It Shows Nintendo isn't 
the only studio capable of doing 
interesting things with an addi- 
tional screen. It's nice to see the 
Wii U become home to a truly 
exclusive title trying to do some- 
thing different. — Kyle Hilliard 


the score 


6 | Tales From The Borderlands 
Episode 2: Atlas Mugged 


Platform PlayStation 4, Xbox One, PlayStation 3, Xbox 360, PC Release March 17 Rating M 


8.25 | Game Of Thrones Episode 3: 
The Sword In The Darkness 


Platform PlayStation 4, Xbox One, PlayStation 3, Xbox 360, PC Release March 24 Rating M 


This episode mostly consists of conversations, but moves 
along at a nice pace, thanks in large part to the tough 
choices tied to most of the conflicts at hand. Given that I 
often chose to poke the hornet's nest (repeatedly in one 
sequence), | leave this episode unconvinced my characters 
will survive another day. — Andrew Reiner 


After nearly four months since the first entry, the next instail- 
ment of Telltale's narrative take on Borderlands is finally 
here. While the series' debut started slow and gradually 

built up to an enticing finale, the second episode struggles 
between its exciting opening and cliffhanger ending. 
— Jeff Marchiafava 


Visit gameinformer.com/mag for the full reviews 
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Cultivating the industry's © 
best s sim ^p Ta 


hen it comes to farming simulations, the game industry doesn't exactly produce a bumper crop. However, unlike 
many genres, this one has not experienced fluctuating periods of favor and disfavor. For a small-but-dedicated 
audience, a single series has been consistently delivering peaceful, low-key farming simulations since the SNES 
era. Known as Bokujö Monogatari in Japan and Harvest Moon in North America (until it was recently rebranded 
Story of Seasons), this franchise has been successfully making a fun game out of farm life for years. 

Since its first North American entry in 1997, the series (developed by Marvelous) has combined the responsibilities of hard 
work, relationships, and natural harmony. These grounded themes may seem plain compared to the bombastic and exciting 
worlds of most video games, but they form an experience unlike anything else in the industry. Change doesn’t come quickly 
or drastically in Bokujo Monogatari, but a handful of key elements have grown to define the series during its evolution. 


by Joe Juba 
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We've been calling this series Harvest 
Moon for years, but for legal reasons, 
the most recent entry had to adopt a 
new moniker in North America: Story 

of Seasons. It's still called Bokujo 
Monogatari in Japan, but the naming 
rights are more complicated in North 
America since previous publisher 
Natsume — not new publisher Xseed 
Games - owns the name "Harvest Moon." 
Though we may continue to see new 
farming games with the Harvest Moon 
name from Natsume (like 2014's The Lost 
Valley), they are no longer connected to 
the Bokujo Monogatari series. 


Humble Beginnings 

You usually don't start out as an expe- 
rienced farmer. Various circumstances 
result in you being the perpetual new 
person in town. Maybe you inherit the farm 
from your grandfather (Harvest Moon 64), 
renovate an abandoned family property 
(A New Beginning), or respond to an ad 
pleading for new farmers in a rural com- 
munity (Story of Seasons). This clean-slate 
approach allows players to slowly learn 
about the area, its inhabitants, and farm- 
ing alongside the main character. 


Making a Living 

Your primary source of income is selling 
what you can produce. You hoe the land, 
plant crops, water them, and harvest 
them when the time is right. Your live- 
stock also produces goods - like egas 
and milk — that you can sell. The best 
way to turn a profit from this bounty has 
changed over the course of the series. In 
early games, you would just ship off your 
goods unprocessed, but recent install- 
ments include ways to make your crops 
more valuable. For instance, cooking was 
introduced in Back to Nature (though you 
collected recipes in Harvest Moon 64), 
allowing you make dishes that are often 
worth more than the raw ingredients. In 
Story of Seasons, one of the most lucra- 
tive pursuits is a multi-step process that 
involves turning flax into gold linen. The 
specialized skills and equipment required 
for these feats gives players something 
to shoot for on a smaller scale on the 
way to achieving the broader "be a suc- 
cessful farmer" goal. 


Animals 

In the first installment, you raise cows 
and chickens for profit (and tend to your 
dog and horse). Over the years, the 
stable of available animals has grown. 
In the most recent entry, you can have 
cows, chickens, sheep, llamas, alpaca, 
goats, camels, and rabbits - turning your 
farm into a veritable zoo. The goal isn't to 
turn your livestock into profits; you build 
trust and affection with them by feed- 
ing, brushing, and talking to them as part 
of your daily activities. You aren't run- 
ning a farm that produces hamburger or 
chicken nuggets; the focus is on bond- 
ing with your animals and making them 
your friends. Happier animals produce 
better products, and they are more likely 
to win seasonal festivals - which typically 
impresses the townspeople. 


Romance 

Working hard can be fun, but establish- 
ing relationships with local bachelors 
and bachelorettes is probably the most 
popular aspect of the series among its 
hardcore fans. Though the games only 
provide thin context surrounding your 
romantic pursuits, many players enjoy 
filling in the blanks with their own narra- 
tives about their characters' relationships. 
You woo your intended spouse with daily 
interactions, wins at local festivals, and 
gifts. Once you raise an available partner's 
affection level high enough, you can pro- 
pose by presenting the series' signature 
blue feather. This gesture has been the 
traditional way to get married ever since 
Harvest Moon on SNES. 

Though the option to play as a woman 
is sometimes split off into separate 
releases (like Another Wonderful Life and 
Harvest Moon DS Cute), almost every 
entry since 2006 allows players to pick 
a gender, each with a different set of avail- 
able (heterosexual) romantic interests. 


Daily Chores 

No matter what else is going on, the 
primary gameplay loop involves estab- 
lishing a routine that incorporates your 
various chores. Not only do you take 
care of your animals and tend to your 
crops, but you also establish relation- 
ships with townspeople by talking to 
them and giving them gifts. However, 
they have their own schedules, too. 
That means you can't only consider 
what you need to do on a given day, but 
also when you are able to do it. Stamina 
makes things even more complicated; 
players need to manage their energy, 
which forces them to prioritize some 
tasks over others. 


Back to Nature 

Modern farming is a high-tech industry, 
but your tools in these games represent 
a return to a more idyllic era of agricul- 
ture. Sowing individual seeds, watering 
with a metal pail, and clearing weeds 
by hand help emphasize your connec- 
tion to nature. However, the series also 
has a touch of the supernatural, since 
various sprites often appear to offer help 
and comic relief. The Harvest Goddess 
herself plays roles of varying impor- 
tance. Sometimes she provides incidental 
assistance (Harvest Moon 64), serves as 
the central figure in the story (Magical 
Melody), and is occasionally available as 
a marriage candidate (Friends of Mineral 
Town). These thematic elements empha- 
size being respectful toward nature, 
along with the more obvious fact that 
your profession depends on the harmony 
between people and the land. @ 


With all of the re-releases and 
spin-offs in this series, keeping 
the core titles straight can be 
challenging. If you just want 
the games that play to Bokujó 
Monogatari's farming and 
simulation strengths, here's the 
rundown of the major entries 
released in North America, 

and their subsequent editions 
and remakes that contain 

new features. 


* Harvest Moon (1997, SNES} 


* Harvest Moon GB 
(1998, Game Boy] 
Other Editions: Harvest Moon 
GBC (1998, Game Boy Color) 


* Harvest Moon 64 (1999, N64) 


* Harvest Moon 2 GBC 
(2000, Game Boy Color) 


* Harvest Moon: Back to Nature 
(2000, PlayStation] 
Other Editions: Harvest Moon: 
Friends of Mineral Town 
(2003, GBA), Harvest Moon: 
More Friends of Mineral Town 
(2005, GBA), Harvest Moon: 
Boy and Girl (2007, PSP) 


* Harvest Moon 3 GBC 
(2001, Game Boy Color} 


* Harvest Moon: Save the 
Homeland (2001, PS2) 


Edition (2005, PS2), Harvest 
Moon: Another Wonderful Life 
(2005, GameCube) 


* Harvest Moon: Magical Melody 
(2006, GameCube) 
Other Editions: Harvest Moon: 
Magical Melody (2009, Wii) 


* Harvest Moon DS (2006, DS) 
Other Editions: Harvest Moon 
DS Cute (2008, DS) 


* Harvest Moon DS: 
Island of Happiness (2008, DS) 


* Harvest Moon: 


* Harvest Moon DS: 
Sunshine Islands (2009, DS) 


* Harvest Moon: 
Animal Parade (2009, Wii) 


* Harvest Moon DS: 
Grand Bazaar (2010, DS) 


* Harvest Moon: 
Hero of Leaf Valley (2010, PSP) 


* Harvest Moon: The Tale of 
Two Towns (2011, DS) 


* Harvest Moon: A New Beginning 
(2012, 3DS) 


* Story of Seasons (20185, 3DS) 
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- Trent Reznor is a huge inspiration to me 
just because of the way he is so creative and 
so focused on the vision of what he wants to 
do and he always does it his own way. It's his 
way or no way. No one dictates to him what 
he's going to do and he's been able to succeed 
like that and be free. 


My favorite part about creating video 
games is the world. Creating this universe 
that you can lose yourself in and tell a story, 
and interact with it. You can't do that any- 
where else really. You can create a world in 
films, TV, and music, but you can't touch it in 
anything else other than games. 


I really enjoy bike riding. To me biking is 
a solitary experience where I don't want to be 
with anyone or do anything other than just 
zone out and appreciate where I live. That's 
where I do most of my creative thinking. 


+ I would love to collaborate with [Metal 
Gear's Hideo] Kojima or the guys at Capy 
Games. I get feelings from their games that I 
3 
THINGS YOU DIDN'T KNOW ABOUT don't get from other games. I would pick those 
two because they would both really challenge 


à; | me to do things that maybe I'm not so comfort- 
ý d nm : | able doing. I think that's good for creativity. 
l + If there's one thing I would change about 


the industry, I think companies need to 
value their employees more than just being 
employees. I've always lived in fear of not 


a l having another job next time because of the 
hen people hear the name Adam Orth, they are likely to bring way the whole layoff scenario works at the 


up the infamous “deal with it” comment he made on Twitter big companies. I've never felt safe in the 


î ı industry ever. ln the culture of the triple-A 
regarding the rumored always-online feature for the Xbox One. reat Ê there's a whole separate nisus 


But one series of ill-timed tweets does not define the man. job aside from the job they hire you for, which 


i ; , is trying to make sure you stick around for 
Now in charge of a new studio, Three One Zero, Orth is mere months away from the next project. 1 think a lot of peonle would 


launching the highly anticipated first-person experience game Adr1ft. Read on say that comes from doing your job the best 
to hear about his interesting journey that has taken him from arcades and music possible way, but that's not the case. Some 
stability would be nice. 


venues to triple-A publishers and the indie scene. 


- The "Deal With It" controversy was such 

a crazy experience. I think the main thing I 
learned is that when something bad happens 
to you, you can either curl up in a ball 

and die or you can use it as a platform to 
do something better or change. | made a 


+ I grew up in Storrs, Connecticut. | spent a I moved out to LA in '92 or ‘93 and mistake, and I wanted to learn from it and keep 
lot of time in arcades playing video games. played for a couple years in a band called moving forward. I also didn't want to let that 
shufflepuck and eventually we got our thing defeat me. It really made me realize how 
Me and my brother used to get a cartridge own record deal. A bunch of different short and precious our time is. I always think 
and play the game, and then afterward labels wanted to sign us and we went with of a quote from Shawshank Redemption - 
we'd lay out construction paper, take out Interscope because we wanted to be on the "get busy living or get busy dying." That's kind 
markers, draw our own level ideas for best label. of a mantra for me because it forced me to do 
the games, and send them in to Atari. At the same time bands like Marilyn Manson, what I really wanted to do. 
True to form, about a month later we'd get Nine Inch Nails, No Doubt, Toadies - all these 
the nicest rejection letter of all time and a great bands were blowing up at Interscope, + I still get stuff about that today. It's weird. 
bunch of cool stickers and patches. It was and they just didn't have the time to devote to People are still discovering that and posting 
pretty awesome. nurturing this baby band. This was the fate of tweets about it. Like, did you see what this 
a couple other bands at the time there. guy said on April 4 in 2013? It's 2015 now. 
I fell off playing video games for a while 
because I fell in love with playing music. I had secured a songwriting publishing deal Seeing Adr1ft go from a scribble on a piece 
It started when I got a Kiss record "Alive!" at the same time as my record deal and asked of paper to almost being finished with it now 
I wanted to be Paul Stanley. my publisher to get me work writing music for has been an insane journey. I feel really lucky 
video games. I wrote some music for a James to be in this position. We're not taking any 
* [Weezer frontman] Rivers Cuomo and Bond game, Tomorrow Never Dies for PSOne. shortcuts on this game. We're pulling out all 
I grew up together. Whenever he needs me the stops, and it's hard when you're a small 
l'm around. We're stil! very close and see * My first game design job was a junior team and you have caviar tastes and a 
each other often. designer on Twisted Metal Black. Volkswagen budget. 
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